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entrepreneur of ideas,
realizer of dreams
Farmers who do not steward their plants, animals, and nutrients
lack the longheadedness, the sense of the future, required to build
a republican nation.
—Steven Stoll, Larding the Lean Earth
That's How We Came to Have This Place
I came out of that door right there, a Sunday morning in 1974, and I
looked across at that field way over ... and I thought, That tractor looks
kinda funny, but I got the car, and the wife came, and we went on in to
church. When I got there, the neighbor came right up and he said, "Elton,
your son-in-law's tractor's turned over, and it's laying on him." I said, "Is he
dead?" and he said, "Yes. We've got to tell the pastor we can't stay." So we
talked to the pastor and got the sheriff and the coroner and we went back
and got the tractor hoisted up. It broke his neck. Boy.. . I'll tell you ...
That was tough
Months later, my daughter decided she didn't want to stay, she
couldn't handle it all on her own, even with all of us trying to help, and
talked to me about selling the place. She felt she ought to offer it to the
neighbors first, 'cause that was the neighborly thing, so I said, "OK, you
offer it to them and if they aren't interested or won't pay enough, you come
back to me." So she did, and the neighbors weren't interested. We made a
deal. She needed income every year for a while, so I bought the place on a
ten-year note, so much a year till it was paid off. That's how we came to
have this place.
—Elton Redalen, Fountain, Minnesota
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Introduction
For the past three years, I have been talking with, and learning from, folks
who understand, as best any of us can, how agriculture works. In the pro-
cess, I've visited with almost forty farm families in southeast Minnesota,
northern Iowa, and western Wisconsin. Some of those visits lasted half a
day or more and included a firsthand look at the farm. In some cases I've
been back several times. Tve also spoken with university faculty in our
land-grant institutions, talked with county extension educators, attended
too many public meetings and farm field days to count, and shopped at
local farmers' markets—all for a project initiated by a unique, citizen-led
regional organization called the Experiment in Rural Cooperation, most
often referred to by locals, and me too, as the Experiment.
The Experiment is one of five regional partnerships created by the
Minnesota state legislature and the University of Minnesota. For more
than six years now, it has been putting funds into the hands of citizen
leaders so they can use the resources of the state's land-grant university
in projects that will lead to a sustainable society in this region. The peo-
ple involved with the Experiment believe that there is a story to tell about
farming in southeast Minnesota that is different from the story often
told by the media. It is a story of success, at least some success, even on
small farms, and of people who are having satisfactory lives, making a
living by adapting their farm practices to their particular landscapes and
nourishing them to bring health to the land and to the animals and hu-
mans who live on it. Together, these farmers, their university, and the
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Experiment itself represent an unusual ecosystem, a small habitat for
hope amid a tide of issues that threatens to engulf us.
What I have found is myriad stories about farming. Not only does
every farmer have a story to tell, but each of the issues that both farmers
and food consumers face has a story of its own. I did not set out to make
an argument for one point of view or another about agriculture, but as I
learned more, I had to develop a point of view, and it shows. Neverthe-
less, I have chosen to keep a story format, even for thorny issues like ge-
netically modified organisms and the World Trade Organization. I have
tried to let them, too, tell their own stories as best I can, while sorting
through complexities, controversies, and complications. I hope that I
have put together a comprehensible story without ducking any of the
issues we need to sort out to create a sustainable culture.
This task has given me an opportunity to see something of the wide
diversity of farm practices in our region, for it seems that everyone has a
special twist on the conventional approaches. There are commodity pro-
ducers and vegetable growers. There are rotational grazers, and there are
management-intensive rotational grazers. There are confinement opera-
tors whose animals never leave the barn and free-range growers whose
animals are rarely in one. There are folks who milk the same breed of
cows, but some milk twice a day, others three times, and some, so I've
been told, even four. Some folks computerize everything and go for the
newest equipment. Others drive tractors thirty years old. One farmer I
met still has a tractor fifty-seven years old. Sales receipts and catalogs tell
us that he regularly has the very best Angus bulls in America. Some folks
push for the highest production, whether of crops or of livestock or even
of themselves. Others take a more relaxed and easier approach to the
earth, their animals, and themselves, working it all together to nourish a
healthy life for all three. Some farms seem to encourage erosion and the
use of chemicals; others use pasture grasses to naturally hold carbon and
nitrogen in the soil.
Working on this project has allowed me to learn something of farm-
ing all across America and around the world. We tend to think the issues
are how often to milk, whether to milk Holsteins or Ayrshires, what to do
with manure, which vegetables will sell best at farmers' markets this
summer, how to do this or that or the other, and how to find time in the
day to get everything done. In all those daily choices, every farmer dif-
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fers, and each home place imposes demands that make its inhabitants
unique. But from another perspective, one often ignored in global nego-
tiations over free trade, the issues farmers face wherever they live across
our globe are essentially the same: learning how to maintain the soil and
water, animals and crops; how to take care of the family, keep everyone
healthy, and contribute to the community so that one can gain respect
and create a meaningful life. These are universal tasks. They could be
summed up in a question: How do we, whether farmers or urban folks,
sustain ourselves in this place? Looking at this region from that perspec-
tive, one can see farming in a universal light.
Along the way, often looking at the land from on foot or from farm-
ers' pickups, always in their company, I have been forced to sort out
widely disparate practices, opinions, and information. Among the things
I have learned is this: I haven't yet visited long with any farmer I did not
come to like a great deal, whether I agreed with his or her views and
practices or not. If that sounds a bit too Will Rogers-ish, I'll confess that
I have not met all of them yet. Who knows? Someone out there could
warp that perception a bit; maybe I'll even run into somebody I don't
like at all, though I'm not looking too hard. I also found a high degree of
tolerance for divergent views among those who farm in different ways.
More than once or twice, I have heard folks offer some version of this
comment by dairy farmer and cheese maker Pam Benike: "You've got to
remember, Gary, that even those folks who farm totally wrong in my
view are still good people."
It is hard to throw rocks at bad practice, for we are all implicated in
poor practice, and we are all beneficiaries of good practice. We all burn
gas, use wood, waste water, and shop at least once in a while in Wal-Mart
or Target. Many of us like ketchup on our hamburger or with our fries,
even when we understand that ketchup contains corn syrup—from corn
whose cultivation may lead to soil erosion and chemicals, depending on
the degree to which its producers follow good practice. We like clean air
and so buy ethanol, forgetting that it depends on that same corn that
leans toward erosion, depends on chemicals or genetic modifications,
and is already grown in surplus quantities. In a peculiar way, then, we are
all complicit: participants in a culture that so far remains more a de-
pleter than a regenerator, that takes more of the earth's resources than it
gives back. That means our criticisms of the current practice must be
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tempered by our own involvements—but it does not mean that we must
suspend good judgment or common sense. We still can make a stand,
cultivate our sensibilities, and try to rein in excessive exploitation that
shortens our prospects for a sustainable future.
What follows, then, begins in part 1 by going back—to certain fun-
damental elements that are as old as human existence. They prod us to
remember what's really important as we set out. A brief history then re-
veals how we got ourselves into the agricultural circumstances that face
us. In part 2, "Farmers Talking about Farming," farmers describe for us
their practices and, consciously or not, their values. I have chosen these
farmers in part because of the range of farming practices they represent,
in part because of the range of values they reveal. Individual as they are,
each one represents others as well. They show us people who are not
provincial but alert to the world, its politics, its violence, and its hopeful
possibilities. In part 3, "Farming in America: Who Cares?" we begin to
widen our perception, moving out to look at a second circle of issues
that surrounds us. That larger circle includes ag scientists and ag econo-
mists, migrant workers, genetically modified crops, chemicals, legislators
at state and national levels, and issues like hunger and food security.
There is an even larger circle of relationships that impacts our farmers
and also determines much about the kinds and the quality of life that we
all share, whether farmer or urbanite. Part 4, "It All Works Together, or It
Doesn't Work at All," looks at the links between our farms and our small
towns, suburbs, and cities. It also looks at global factors such as interna-
tional trade agreements, transnational corporations, the power of pov-
erty and its concomitant hunger, food security, and the diversity of
cultures. In part 5, "Alternative Visions, Hopeful Futures," we take a look
at how the future might unfold for agriculture in the next decade or so.
In part 6, "An Ecology of Hope," we seek the confidence to face the future
we all share.
Right up there with the earth, air, fire, and water that make our nat-
ural world possible, there is another fundamental element that makes
our social life possible: stories. Healthy stories—what many indigenous
peoples call "true stories," which "teach us how to be human"—heal the
culture and enable it to persist. Unhealthy stories wreak havoc. If you do
not believe in the power of stories, consider this: There have been cul-
tures that have persisted for thousands of years without agriculture, in-
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dustry, banking, and literacy, but there has never been one, as far as we
know, without stories, poems, and music. Cultural survival over many
millennia appears to lie, in part, in healthy stories about our relationship
to one another and to the natural world. Keeping our stories straight and
developing balance and harmony rather than discord, our indigenous
forebears tell us, are keys to survival. Indeed, we have cultures around us
that have survived at least ten thousand years longer than our own West-
ern civilization that prove the point. Our real power in America, largely
unrecognized, lies not in our military, nor in our economy, nor even in
our agriculture, but in our capacity, limited though it often feels, to tell
ourselves healthy rather than unhealthy stories, "true stories" rather than
sales, propaganda, or public relations. Because some of those healthy
stories for this culture come from the farmers who show up throughout
these pages, I've tried to cast each section of this book as a story. I hope
that farmers will recognize it as their story, and that everyone will recog-
nize it as our story.
It pleases me, then, to be able to introduce you to some of the folks
Tve met along the way, and to share their farm stories with you. The
stories are filled with hard work, occasional tragedy, hard-learned infor-
mation, insight, noticeable altruism, and homegrown wisdom, from
both harvest and hard times. As always with good stories, in these lives
we recognize something of our own, whether we fancy ourselves urban
or rural. And we may come to understand why we cannot create a sus-
tainable community or a lasting culture unless all of us, no matter how
far we live from the nearest farm, support a sustainable agriculture.
xix
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CHAPTER 1
Fundamentals
It seems right to begin with the oldest elements. From the beginning, the
Sumerians were right, the ancient Greeks were right, the American Indi-
ans were right, the Chinese were right: in the beginning, there were earth,
air, fire, and water. We may all know these, but some in our cities and
urban bureaucracies—and even some farmers—may have forgotten
them. It is no disservice to either language or thought to speak of soil as
earth, and light as fire, for soil provides the earth a skin of healthy nour-
ishment that enables life, and light takes its origin in distant fire, is but
fire spent by distance. For farmers, soil, air, sunlight, and water are per-
haps the more pertinent names for the ancient elements, for any farmer
knows profoundly that everything depends on them.
Lao Tzu thought water offered a good model for human behavior
because "it does not contend," as one translator ends chapter 8 of Tao Te
Ching. "The best way to live / is to be like water / For water benefits all
things / and goes against none of them," Jonathon Star begins his trans-
lation of that chapter. "No fight, no blame," concludes another, by Gia-fu
Feng and Jane English.11 love that chapter, especially its central descrip-
tion of a way to live, and have turned to it often over the years, grasping,
as always, for straws that may help me create a life worth living. Farming
is clearly a life worth living, but most farmers I know are on a constant
quest to find "the way" to live it. Nevertheless, Minnesotans—and prac-
tically all others—know that Lao Tzu was wrong. Water does contend. It
contends with earth as spring's snow melt floods our rivers and summer
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rains move tons of topsoil off our fields. Water not only contends but
often wins, rearranging earth with a power that increases geometrically
as its volume increases arithmetically, moving all but the most basic geo-
logic forms before it in that eternal war that Heraclitus said was the be-
ginning of everything. In northern climes, even those rocks we think
eternal surrender to water, which seeps into cracks, freezes, and breaks
them apart with its sheer expansive power. Water and soil are in balance
when we are fortunate and do not abuse either, in contention when we
are careless or uncaring, stripping the cover off soil, exposing it to the
power of rain's erosion.
As contentious as water has been and increasingly will become,
"there is a lot of nonsense about water being our most important re-
source," says law professor Charles Wilkinson, who specializes in western
water issues and American Indians' water rights. He convinced me with
one question: "Which would you rather be without for the next half
hour, water or air?" How we love air. To fill one's lungs with air after exer-
tion, to come up from under water not sure if our lungs will burst before
we reach the surface, to inhale deeply after an asthma attack: such expe-
riences remind us of the sacredness of air. Without air there can be no
water, and fire suffocates and dies. Air is the great respirator, for fire and
for plants and animals and soil. When air combines with bacteria that
cling to the roots of plants in healthy soil, nitrogen is formed, and all life
becomes possible. So air is another of the great elements essential to life,
and it too has its own power. Air in motion can wear down rock, pick up
earth enough to hide the sun, carry strontium 90 to warp the genes of
our children, or bear the pollen dust from genetically modified crops to
corrupt our vegetation. And when it really kicks off its shoes and starts
to dance, it can knock houses off their foundations, throw cows over
phone lines, and level towns. But do without air? Not a chance.
Divine fire, nurtured by air, was wrested from the light of the gods
by Prometheus, according to one useful early story. Prometheus pays
dearly for that service to us, spending eternity chained to a rock while
birds pluck out his liver every day, only to have it grow back every night,
repeating the agony over and over. Imagine those birds clawing right
now, as you read this. Think of the pained body, chained to rock, knitting
through the long night, trying to heal itself before the next day's tearing
of flesh. The interpretations of the Prometheus story I have read stress
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his arrogance and his desire to usurp the power of the gods. But the
story also makes clear that the theft of natural resources, our modus
operandi today, is not to be taken lightly. We will pay for our thoughtless
exploitation. Call it fire or light, sun's gift to us, via Prometheus, is the
bringer of warmth, creator and transformer of everything green. With-
out fire, nothing works, and we are chilled to the bone. Better believe it.
Norman, an Eskimo friend, once tried to walk from Nome to Teller at
minus forty degrees and the wind blowing. He strayed from the trail and
disappeared into a long, fireless night, till his body was eventually found.
Too much fire and we crisp; only a shadow remains, burned into a wall
in Hiroshima. Too little and we freeze. Fire to see by, fire to contemplate
and learn from; who can resist looking into its bright leaping and toss-
ing? Fire in the belly to ignite the heart and balance the light of the mind.
The power inherent in fire strikes fear, or awe, into us, yet there is the
renewal of fire: "From the ashes, a fire shall be kindled; A light from the
shadows shall spring," says J. R. R. Tolkien, sounding cadences akin to the
prophet Isaiah's.2 Destroyer and builder, fire cleanses the earth in a flash,
provides heat needed to germinate seeds, clears away leaves and branch-
es that block the sun, and frees the earth to flourish again, its ash re-
creating and renourishing soil.
Soil. Dirt. The earth, from which we come and to which we return.
Source of all we raise, and of myriad healing plants we neither sow nor
tend, many of which we do not yet know. Soil is the other essential, al-
ways primary; seed is always secondary—purebred, hybrid, or mongrel
GMO—no soil, no crop. Healthy soil is one element that is but a combi-
nation of all the others: water, air, and fire; plants, animals, minerals, and
that warm light from the sun that speeds decomposition. Soil's power,
too, has a name; call it germination. Immanent in healthy soil lies the
source, perhaps, of all creativity, a source of food for all: microorgan-
isms—one farmer I know insists we use their "scientific" name, "critters"
—and all the myriad species of vegetation, and all the creatures that de-
pend on plants for food or a home. All species have this dependence in
common. Both praying mantis and human live within plants, the mantis
poised on its green stem, sheltered and shadowed by the leaves and
branches above, just as we live within the trees and grass that frame our
homes and thatch our roofs. Each has its uses in this great, laughing,
complex, lively scheme of existence. The soil that supports us all, soon or
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late, consumes us all, and we are all one in it. Like rain, soil cares not if
we are just. Ultimately, it dissolves us all, and absolves us as well. Soil,
when healthy, is the ultimate giver, giving its all to generating and nour-
ishing all. I mean no disrespect when I suggest that soil, Lao Tzu, not
water, should be our model.
And the interdependence of these four ancient elements—not one
can exist without the others—offers a clue to our own interdependence,
regardless of culture or language, religion or color, and to our absolute
dependence on the earth's own elements, however many there may be.
Whatever we need to know to survive and flourish we may learn from
the earth itself and all its interdependent species, including humans. In-
digenous peoples have understood those relationships for thousands of
years. Some of us are unwilling to acknowledge the connections yet. The
day after Prometheus stole fire, he tried to hide it from the searching
gods. In the process, he smothered it, and it went out. He stole it again
next day, separated it into several fires, and ran his first scientific experi-
ment. He allowed it air ever after. . . . No, you're right, that's not in the
story, but since we humans often seem to learn best the hard way, my
story is just as likely to have been the case as the older one.
Nothing much has really changed, even after nine thousand years of
applying the scientific method in agricultural experiments. Yes, we've
added a few elements to the periodic table, but the old rules still apply:
we must end our war against the elements, our best knowledge still in-
sists, and generate balance and harmony—the great ritual linchpins,
from the teachings of old Confucius to those of modern Navajos—or we
die. Our choice. Work with life's fundamentals: nourish the soil, main-
tain the water, protect the air, and either block the sun or open oneself to
it, as appropriate. That's all that is required of us, but these are not ele-
ments to mess with, and we dare not shirk our responsibility to them.
Ask Prometheus. Ask anyone whose aircraft, for whatever reason, has
lost its lift. Ask my friend Norman. Ask Napoleon and Hitler and their
invading armies. Ask any farmer who plants too early, or too late, or who
watches the rain wash his topsoil into the creek, to be swept into the
great river, and sometimes into the water supply. Soil, water, air, and
light. These are still the things without which neither agriculture nor a
society of any kind can begin or continue. Talk about self-interest! Our
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care for them is the outward and visible sign of our care for ourselves,
and one indicator that we have a future on this planet.
Yet agriculture is innately destructive, an earth-depleting activity.
Whatever plants we raise, for food or beauty or healing, take chemicals
out of the soil in that great reciprocal exchange that marks every natural
process, whether cosmic, atmospheric, geologic, or human. The brighter
the light, the darker the shadow, Tolkien might have said. We have un-
derstood for millennia that we have to put back into the soil what we
take out. But if we do not exercise care, our replacing of those chemicals
pollutes our streams. And now we are discovering that, without great
care, our confinement of large numbers of animals exchanges life-giving
air for toxic methane. There go soil, water, and air—three strikes and
we're out.
However our agriculture works, when it works, chances are good
that it works because people thought very carefully about what they
wanted to accomplish and tried a variety of things before they hit on
practices that brought the desired ends. What farmers know is that what-
ever practice works now may not work next season, because the frost will
come late or the rains early, and heavier than expected, or not at all. The
most carefully considered plan will have to be revised. And they all also
seem to know that just the fact that it works on this place is no sign it will
work on yours, or on that other one a drainage over—you know, that
360 down on the county line.
While I may have made working with the basics sound simple, there
is nothing simple about it. In the nature of this cosmos lies a conun-
drum: everything is related, so what appears simple inevitably has a con-
text that makes it incredibly complex. Every connection, benign or
malignant, metastasizes: earth's soil related to sun's light; sun's light re-
lated to bacteria; bacteria and light related to nitrogen; nitrogen related
to plants; plants related to the respiration of everything living, permit-
ting and sustaining our human lives. The cosmic and the most microor-
ganic are thus related: the long-lived light of stars related to the brief life
of the tiniest bacteria, some so far underground they never see the light,
yet they absorb its presence. There is no escape, and there are no exemp-
tions from this system. When the system goes down, we all go down,
from the very top of the food chain to the very bottom. If we do not
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nourish the smallest creatures, we dismantle the mantle of earth, knock
the props right out from under ourselves. Perhaps that is why Tlingit
Indian elder Austin Hammond says, "You have to remember that Ground
Squirrel is Grandfather to Bear." And our human lives are all related, not
only to those fundamental elements of nature that tend toward balance
but to all other humans. We are all caught up in the same natural pro-
cesses, and we are all equally caught up in those social processes that
yearn for harmony at the same time that we thwart it, acting too often
out of blind self-interest that refuses to see where harmony lies. So we
kill each other, dominate each other, exploit each other, refuse to cooper-
ate, and seek our own advantage, or try to, knowing all the while that
societies, like the more fundamental elements, are created for a gentler
balance and harmony.
Farming today is a matter of dealing not only with the complexities
of earth, air, fire, and water, but also with the complexities of nation-
states, transnational corporations, trade policy and so-called trade bar-
riers, markets or lack of them, supply and demand, our human greed
and our human compassion, our excitement at competition and our
pleasure in cooperation. Given the complexities, farming in our time is
never about farming only. Whatever else it might be, the story of farming
is a story of connections. Those connections are not only biological or
geographical but historical, taking us far back in time. "All narratives
require a scale," says Richard Fortey in Life: A Natural History of the First
Four Billion Years of Life on Earth.3 Indeed, historical time is too short to
measure the present. But even Fortey's geologic time gives us a scale too
brief for understanding the present moment. The photosynthesis taking
place in your garden, pasture, alfalfa, or oaks this instant began not eras
or eons ago, as geology measures time, but light-years of time and dis-
tance away, connecting us to a past—and a cosmos—all but unfathom-
able. Since those four elements with which we began are involved in the
growth of plants and the health of animals, including humans, farming's
connections extend to the farthest stars, to light and times far older than
our oldest stories and our deepest geologic strata.
The connections we need to acknowledge are also economic and po-
litical, for farmers around the world today are connected by a single
marketing system. There is no farmer anywhere who farms in a vacuum,
or in the old dream of independence. Though farm practices may differ
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enormously from one region to another, from one country or continent
to another, one thing the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAF-
TA) surely illustrates is that Mexican subsistence farmers, American
farmers—whether organic or agribusiness—and Canadian cattlemen
and grain farmers are all involved in the same economic and political
process. In that process, no individual American farmer's combine or
high cab tractor gives her an advantage over a subsistence farmer's hoe,
and NAFTA unites American, Mexican, and Canadian farmers more
powerfully than our Constitution ties us to the United States. What we
mischievously call "free trade" is the great leveler and oppressor, and its
globalization unites the people of the land in a single system that turns
Jefferson's independent yeoman farmers, wherever they live on this earth,
into serfs for transnational corporate profit. This in a cosmos that has no
use for single systems and dooms them to a short life.
All these issues become essential elements of the farm story all across
America and wherever farming happens in the world. There can be no
separation because we are all related, all of us ingredients in the great
mystery that somehow turns light and leaf into food that creates and sus-
tains us and allows us to breathe. We must learn to cooperate with that
mystery; if we do not, Steven Stoll reminds us, we lack "the longheaded-
ness, the sense of future, required to build a republican nation."4 In our
own time, we could add "or even to survive." It's our choice. Every day.
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Histories
Immigrants in 1846 followed wagon ruts all the way from Chicago to
Red Wing, Minnesota. The army had worn the ruts into the rolling hills
and prairie during the Black Hawk War. At Grand Detour, a common
stop along the way, the Anderson family halted for a rest. They saw a
plow leaning against the blacksmith shop, gleaming silver in the sun.
They were struck by it and inquired after it. Their respondent gestured
toward the smithy and said, "He is the only man in the world who can
make a self-polishing ploughshare. Out here, in this new soil, a farmer
has to spend half his time pushing the dirt off his ploughshare."
"You mean that blacksmith can really make a plough that scours?"
the Andersons asked.
"Yes siree! Wouldn't be surprised if someday you hear more about
him. His name is John Deere."1
Early Swedish settlers thought the prospects on the other side of the
river looked promising, according to James Banks in Wing of Scarlet, an
early history of Goodhue County. They saw "a territory that was rolling,
covered with heavy timber, and had rich soil. The rolling terrain pro-
vided self-drainage. The heavy growth of timber provided building ma-
terial and fuel and cover for game." Banks notes that wild nuts, berries,
and fruit were abundant, and he also identifies a wide variety of wild
animals, some of them more appreciated than others. He mentions bea-
ver, mink, bobcats, timber wolves, gray squirrels, rattlesnakes, skunks,
rabbits, and deer. He also calls attention to a universal male settler char-
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acteristic. "In those days one of the first ambitions of a young man was
to grow a beard. It was a custom for all men to display the heaviest growth
of whiskers possible."2 We could note that what attracted people, wheth-
er American Indian or European, was the natural biodiversity inherent
in this natural landscape—at least till we get to what appears to be a
monocrop of whiskers. Those early, bearded homesteaders soon cut the
timber, stacked the logs, cleaned out the stumps, and began to farm. But
they were far from the first to farm the region.
The first settlers arrived perhaps 12,000 years ago. They were hunt-
ers of mastodons, caribou, and bison and harvesters of green plants that
grew in wild profusion. Archaeologists discern a change in the physical
evidence around 2,500 years ago that suggests a change in culture, one so
great that it perhaps represents a whole new set of invaders rather than a
cultural evolution. Within a few hundred years, the hunters of ancient
animals now long disappeared and the foragers of wild plants in abun-
dance also became harvesters of domestic crops, beginning an agricul-
tural adventure that has never ended, though it has surely waxed and
waned.
That culture, called the woodland stage of the immense Mississip-
pian culture that extended from central Minnesota to southern Florida,
flourished for 250 years during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, ex-
tending back to a time when buffalo and grizzly bears were still abun-
dant and elk were still a swift plains animal rather than a majestic
mountain creature. Villages were numerous along the bluffs above the
Mississippi, and the farmlands extended miles westward along small
creeks. A couple of years ago, an archaeologist, standing just across U.S.
Route 61 from the Anderson Center on the edge of Red Wing, described
five thousand teepees covering a small plain and stretching along creek
bottoms, all within view of where we were standing. These early settlers
harvested more than forty species of mussels for food and used their
crushed shells to temper pots. The Mississippian Indians honored their
dead by building mounds, many of them effigies of animals and birds,
that reveal a rich ritual life. They also developed the bow and arrow, built
log fortifications, and laid out large cities as carefully as any contempo-
rary urban planner. But they gathered in this place to farm. Several vari-
eties of corn were among the primary crops, along with squash and
beans. Though game was abundant, farming then represented the core
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of the economy—as it does now, despite our technology.3 We forget that
core of agricultural economy to the peril of our own cultural enterprise,
including warfare and computers.
The earliest European settlers followed a pattern not so different
from the Indians'. They not only cleared some land for farming, but they
also lived a subsistence life that supplemented the farm products with
game and fish and birds still available in the area. But it was not many
years before the expansive nature of farming altered the landscape and
the sociology of Goodhue and all the other counties of the upper Mid-
west. The Indians were pushed aside—slowly, it must have seemed at the
time, but looking back on the first fifty years of the Europeanization of
Minnesota, it now seems that it happened with eye-blink speed.
In his book Geographical and Statistical Sketch of the Past and Present
of Goodhue County, published in 1869, W. H. Mitchell, a chauvinist for
sure about Minnesota, declares forthrightly, "The Agricultural Capaci-
ties and advantages of Minnesota can hardly be over-stated." One can
imagine him bending down to sift the dark prairie soil, rich in organic
matter, then rubbing it between his hands, letting it drift away on the
breeze. He knew something about soils. "Long ages of growth and decay
of vegetable matter on the wide-spread prairies of Minnesota, make up
the organic ingredients of a soil abounding in all the most productive
elements, the prevailing feature of which is a dark calcareous, sandy loam
with a strong admixture of clay." Mitchell provided comparative statis-
tics to show just how quickly agriculture was growing and the important
role it played in the state's economy.
1860 1862
Rye 21.56 bushels per acre 24.00
Barley 33.23 34.00
Buckwheat 15.73 26.00
"In 1865," he reported, "the wheat crop of Minnesota exceeded
12,000,000 bushels, somewhat more than 46 bushels to each man, wom-
an, and child in the state." Other crops prospered as well. "Potatoes, in
this climate, attain their highest excellence, and in flavor and rich farina-
cious qualities are superior to those of any other section." Not all of this
was hyperbole. The climate, the pastures, the hardy prairie grasses—not
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to mention the burgeoning number of immigrants—allowed crops to
flourish and livestock to increase at a remarkable rate. It must have
seemed that all nature was on the farmer's side. "In 1860 the whole num-
ber of sheep in Minnesota was only 5,941; in 1864 there were 92,612,
while in 1868 it was estimated that there are not less than 200,000."4
Surely none of the growth reflected in the statistics Mitchell compiled
came as easily as his enthusiasm for Minnesota's agriculture.
Reverend J. W. Hancock, who lived near Vasa, Minnesota, was both a
clergyman and a farmer. He described farm life as a bit less glorious. In
his diary for 1869, one can find the following:
April 16, 1869
Plowed about 1 acre this P.M. Frost in some places. The mud also not
quite dried up enough to make it easy plowing.
April 20
Snowing a part of the day and very cold for the season.
Nevertheless, there were also some pleasures along the way.
April 21
Plowing in the morning. Went to the sociable in the evening at Mr.
Brown's. Had a good time.
It wasn't till May 18 that Hancock began to plant his corn. And fall came
early, wet, and cold.
Sept. 11
Do some plowing. Found the ground almost too wet.
From September 20 into October he was putting up corn in shocks. But
October was that year's cruelest month.
October 30
Our cold weather comes early. Many have been caught with vegetables
frozen into the ground. The plowing is not one third completed and
now the ground's frozen several inches in depth. My turnips are many
of them in the ground.5
It does not seem to matter, when you turn the leaves of history, which
date shows up. Farming every season, every year, is a blend of many long
hours of work, a few hours of pleasure, and a gamble every minute.
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TECHNOLOGY CHANGES HISTORY
One way to chronicle the history of agriculture is to follow the develop-
ment of technology. Steven R. Hoffbeck uses this system effectively in
The Haymakers: A Chronicle of Five Farm Families. Hoffbeck traces the
shifts in equipment used in haying in five Minnesota counties.
His story begins in 1862, with horses and scythes. Andrew Peterson,
forty-two, needed hay for three cows, "each with a calf, and one yearling
heifer." Peterson also had "two adult oxen, two young bulls, two ewes
with lambs, and five pigs." He needed at least fourteen tons of hay to get
his animals through the winter, all of it cut by hand and stacked or hauled
with oxen.6
Farmer Oliver Perry Kysor came to Otter Tail County as a three-
year-old in 1832. In 1883, at the age of fifty-three, he had his own place
and the new equipment to operate it, including a mowing machine for
cutting hay and a reaper for wheat. He sowed the wheat and some oats
on April 12 and planted potatoes, corn, sweet corn, cabbage, and beans
from then till the end of May. He used horses rather than oxen to pull the
mowing machine and the reaper. "These devices," Hoffbeck says, "in-
vented in 1831, and in widespread use by the 1860's allowed a farmer to
cut ten times as much hay in one day as a man using a scythe."7
Gilbert Marthaler, a German American farmer, began haying with
his family when he was seven years old. In 1924, the family acquired "a
full line of machines powered by horses: a mower, a side-delivery rake,
and a hay loader." There were six horses to do the work. The family also
"had purchased a small Fordson tractor in 1921," but none of the haying
equipment was rigged to work with a tractor. The mower hung up fre-
quently because the hay was too wet, or it jammed with soil jutting above
gopher mounds. The side-delivery rake worked more effectively, and the
hay loader saved everyone from making or hoisting haycocks by hand.
The farm put up more than fifty tons of alfalfa and clover hay that sum-
mer, enough to winter over the six horses, twenty-five Holsteins, and
assorted other animals.8
By 1959, the Rongens of Polk County were using an International
Harvester H tractor and a new International Harvester baler, "tangible
evidence of an extraordinary change for both the Rongens and for
American Agriculture," writes Hoffbeck. The new equipment represent-
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ed "the replacement of muscle power in farming by engine power." There
would be no turning back; the Rongens had sold their horses, and they
owed on the machinery. "The machine method and the chemical meth-
od were supplanting the old 'armstrong' method of raising crops and
livestock," according to Hoffbeck. This period also saw increasing uses of
pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers, many of them the products of tech-
nologies developed in World War II.9
Larry Hoffbeck, the author's brother, farmed in 1984, making hay
with a swather, tractor, and chopper. Blue silos went up, along with an
increasing debt load, and longer hours were needed to get the work done.
There was also greater danger from the more sophisticated heavy equip-
ment and the stress of impossible workloads. In a careless moment, as
Larry lay under the swather without blocks to hold it, the head came
down on his chest.10
From the 1820s, when the first stumps were pulled, to the present, a
pattern of ever-increasing speed and desire for higher production is clear.
Whether the shifts in mechanical devices to ease the human burden of
work actually made it easier was another matter. As the mechanical equip-
ment increased in size, complexity, and speed, the source of danger shift-
ed from large animals to belts and gears and finally to sheer stress, which
contributed to accidents such as Larry Hoffbeck's, who had had to work
more and more hours per day to make the new equipment pay.
HISTORY UNFOLDS IN A FARMER'S LIFE
Another way to look at the history of agriculture is through the eyes of a
single farmer who witnessed most of the major transitions. H. C. Hin-
richs was a farmer who lived most of the twentieth century in Goodhue
County, on a farm that went from producing "10 hogs a year" in 1910 "to
the farm that produced 2,000 hogs a year" in the 1970s. All four of Hin-
richs's grandparents were German immigrants who found their way to a
community so new that it was "without boundaries," Hinrichs writes in
"As I Remember: A Treatise on Early Rural Life in Goodhue County,
Minnesota."11
In 1910, Hinrichs's father bought a farm in Featherstone Township.
The family moved from a German community that stressed work to an
English community "that stressed reading, writing, arithmetic, and spell -
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ing," where no one spoke German. There was not a lot of visiting. "Often
we would see no one outside of the family members for a couple of
weeks. The mailman drove by six days a week, but we met him only when
we needed a money order or stamps." Everything used on the farm was
grown on the farm: cornhusks filled the mattresses and were changed
every year at harvest time; breakfast was "usually fried potatoes covered
with eggs" and homemade bread with hand-churned butter and jam.
After a hog was slaughtered, "gritwurst" was added to the menu. It was
"made from the head meats of a hog, steel cut oats, and seasoning. To
make it extra good mother put in a lot of raisins." Potatoes were the
staple. "Potatoes three times a day was the rule except when there were
not enough holdovers." Cows were milked by hand twice a day, and when
chores were finished in the evening, a special treat was to put a pail of
butternuts on the kitchen range until they split open. "Then we would all
sit around the table and eat butternuts. Nine o'clock was bedtime." The
range provided both cooking and heating; the rest of the house stayed
cold. There was no refrigeration, but a "basement room under the front
parlor stored 50-75 bushels of potatoes, cabbage, carrots, preserved
meats and canned goods."
Changes on the farm marked the historical changes in agriculture
generally. The Hinrichs family liked to keep up when they could afford
to, so as technology changed, they changed; as knowledge grew, their
practices shifted in its light. By 1918, "The principle crops grown on our
farm were wheat, barley, flax, and occasionally winter wheat and rye.
These were grown for market and to pay off the mortgage. Oats and corn
and hay were grown as livestock feed." There was a silo 14 feet in diam-
eter and 40 feet tall, "supplying adequate room for corn silage through-
out the winter season. . . . To fill the silo, the corn was cut with a corn
binder that tied it into bundles. The bundles were loaded on hayracks by
hand and hauled to the silo, there to be run through a belt-driven silo-
filler, cut up and blown into the silo. This was always the hardest work of
the year for the men. It also meant better feed for cattle and more conve-
nient feeding in the winter."
Moving with the times, Hinrichs's father bought his first tractor in
1918, a Happy Farmer model built by the La Crosse Manufacturing
Company. "It had one gear forward and one gear reverse, and the heavi-
er the load the slower the motor would run." That Happy Farmer tractor
16
Histories
was pretty primitive, but the difference between the tractor and the team
was quickly apparent. "With a tractor we could plow as much as fifteen
acres in a day, but with horses we could only plow about an acre per
horse Belt work was coming into its own, and we needed a tractor for
feed grinding, silo filling, and threshing with the small threshing ma-
chines." Stack threshing came to an end as the new twenty-inch Racine
thresher "proved practical, and soon all the farmers banded together in
groups of two to five to own their own threshing rig." Though the Happy
Farmer tractor was mechanically unreliable, they kept it running until
1926, when they bought a McDeering 15-30, "the first of the better-built
tractors." Hinrichs's father continued to keep up with new developments,
moving in 1924 to certified seed grains and purebred milking short-
horns. When hybrid seed corn came along, Hinrichs and his brother be-
came producers of Minhybrid Seed Corn. In the 1980s, Hinrichs wrote
proudly that his "sons were still growing certified seed."
Hinrichs's father was progressive in his politics as well as his farming,
and he played an active role in the Nonpartisan League. "Everybody in
Featherstone Township joined," Hinrichs notes, and, "as time went on, the
officials elected by the League became known as the farm block in Wash-
ington and, as such, held the balance of power. Neither Republicans nor
Democrats could pass legislation without the help of the farm block."
Hinrichs married in 1929 and began to farm on his own. When the
Great Depression hit shortly thereafter, he was soon insolvent. One year,
their "total gross farm income was $954" (my emphasis). One-third of
Hinrichs's crop went to the "landlord's share." Rent that year was $250,
the tab for threshing was $273, and cost of fuel for the tractor was $276.
Those were just the big tickets, not including other essentials: feed, seed,
repairs, insurance, and groceries. He paid for the threshing and paid the
rent, but there was no money for the fuel bill, and none that he could
borrow. Perhaps it was a measure of the times, the equivalent of one of
the social indicators of a sustainable community that we use today, that
Hinrichs was able to strike an arrangement with the fuel man—after
Hinrichs bore his initial wrath—that allowed them both to stay in busi-
ness through such hard times. That transaction, despite its acerbic be-
ginning, worked. Hinrichs got the fuel he needed, and the fuel man
eventually got paid. Hinrichs never forgot his benefactor's generosity,
and the fuel man became aware of Hinrichs's hard work and honesty.
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Ultimately, the agreement was a good investment for both, and they be-
came lifelong friends.
In the early 1930s, Bang's disease hit the cows and spread from farm
to farm. Prior to the Depression, Hinrichs could have sold the cows for
$150 each, but in those hard times he sold the cows for meat (which was
unaffected by the disease) for no more than $20 each. A federal program
finally helped bring the disease under control. But then encephalitis
struck the horses, which were still a primary source of power. Once again,
the federal government stepped in to help with research, and Franklin D.
Roosevelt's election began an era of farm programs, starting with corn,
hogs, and wheat. It was then that the Triple A, as folks called the Agricul-
tural Adjustment Administration, began.
We learned some other things during the 1930s as well. Banking,
debt, and soil conservation were linked in those years, in part because of
the Depression, and in part because American farming till then had of-
ten been cavalier. When the land's fertility ran out, the farmer simply
moved west, leaving unproductive soil behind. Soil depletion is not an
asset but a loss in the economic and environmental columns. The issues
were clear not only for young Hinrichs but for everyone, including both
banker and loan applicant. The 1938 Soils and Men, an annual report of
the U. S. Department of Agriculture, ties credit directly to the health of
the soil: "Credit has a definite place in soil maintenance Soil mainte-
nance is a secondary lien on farm income." A lender needs to keep loans
from being too onerous: "Because soil maintenance is an expense that
can thus be deferred, it is one of the first currently eliminated whenever
other expenses begin to absorb farm income." To avoid that outcome,
"the average total annual payment required to amortize a mortgage
should not exceed the average of the farm income that can be devoted to
payment of interest and principal and still leave enough for farm operat-
ing expenses and an adequate amount for family living."12
The rationale behind these caveats has three clear principles: (1)
Careful arrangements of credit are necessary because everyone's future
depends on healthy soil. . . . Good soil allows the farmer to produce
enough to cover a loan. If the soil is depleted, the lender may have to take
back a farm that has been devalued. (2) "Since the loan is always based
on the farm, the care and management of the farm is of first impor-
tance." Loans should build in provisions that assure "the loan contract
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may be a further aid to conservation." (3) The identity of interest be-
tween the lender and the recipient means that both should include "cer-
tain provisions giving definite assurance that all necessary measures will
be taken to conserve the fertility of the soil." Such provisions might in-
clude "the kind of crops and their rotation, the use of livestock on the
farm, and possibly other practices." The farmer thus assures the lender of
his ability to repay the loan and "of his intention and capacity" to farm
"according to the best practices," so that the farm they both own will not
decrease in value because of soil depletion. The borrower and the lender
are mutual investors, so whether the farmer can repay the loan is not the
only question to be asked by the bank. The investment for both is not in
the product, whether that be corn or beans, beef, pork, poultry, or flow-
ers. The investment is in the farm—and not only in the dollar profit on
the farm, but in the farm and the farmer that create the product and the
dollars. Borrower and lender both lose if the farm loses value as the soil
loses productivity.13
Hinrichs held that, despite the problems caused by the Depression,
"There was also a lot of good that came from it. It made friends and
neighbors. It made people considerate of each other and they shared
their joys and sorrows. It made good citizens out of everybody and cre-
ated a vital interest in the affairs of our community, our state, and our
nation." An assessment like this could lead one to speculate that, if the
government wanted to create a really good social program, it should
simply let Wall Street go down the tube.
In the midst of the Depression, hybrid seed corn entered the market.
Hinrichs and his brother began to produce for Minhybrid and then de-
veloped their own "Hinrichs Minhybrid." The new hybrids were "in-
creasing the county average yields by leaps and bounds, from 39.6
bushels to 60 and then to 75 bushels per acre. Hybrid seed was here to
stay," Hinrichs realized. Accompanying the new corn was commercial
fertilizer. By the mid-fifties, Hinrichs began using phosphate "at a rate of
about 70 pounds of 0-54-0 per acre put on with a fertilizer attachment
on the corn planter." Hinrichs was one of those, described by Ron Scher-
bring in chapter 5, who embraced the new technology and were quick to
adopt each new advance. "Soon it was discovered that a mixed fertilizer
like 4-24-12 was better and we used it in ever increasing amounts."
Yields of 125 to 150 bushels quickly became common.
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Cropping systems changed in these years as well. Oats came to the
fore for a time, taking more and more acreage. Barley and wheat had
become problematic because of various diseases, and flax, deemed hard
to handle, fell from popularity. But oats suddenly ran into its own prob-
lems: smut, rust, and helminthosporium. A system was now in place,
however, that sounds like our own times: "Plant breeders got busy and
developed new varieties resistant to the diseases." The new varieties gen-
erated talk that foreshadowed current conversations about Bt corn and
Roundup Ready soybeans: "Resistance was good only for a few years,
however, and then a new variety had to be introduced" as the bugs found
ways to survive the new threats to their existence. Finally, the system re-
ally did become contemporary: "As corn yields increased and soybeans
became popular as a crop, the cereal crops went out of the picture." Hin-
richs, writing in 1982, concludes, "Now oats are grown only as a nurse
crop for alfalfa." His memoir immediately shifts to describe people giv-
ing up farming and moving off the land and the farm auctions that in-
evitably follow.
Indeed, it almost seems as if Hinrichs's attitude from the beginning
was that of a contemporary farmer: he grew and changed in his views of
farming, trying always to think ahead, seeking to increase production,
expand holdings, utilize the newest technology, increase speed, and—at
least in theory—decrease workload. After climbing out of debt following
the Depression, his first thought was that "it was time to expand " and he
did: "So we rented the old Bennett place." Other improvements quickly
followed. Before rural electrification, Hinrichs already had a thirty-two-
volt light plant, "but it was dim and quite a chore to keep working and
insufficient to provide power of any kind." When the Rural Electrifica-
tion Administration came to Goodhue County in 1937-1938, he imme-
diately wired the house and acquired "a refrigerator, electric iron, and a
washing machine, and power to turn the cream separator and the fan-
ning mill." In 1939, Hinrichs's old Farmall gave out, and he bought the
first model M McCormick tractor in the county. In 1941, he bought a
combine, "a Case A6 pull-type powered by a four-cylinder Wisconsin
engine mounted on top.... We had graduated from a two-plow tractor
to a three-plow tractor and more speed and comfort." Naturally enough,
"this marked a big change in our harvesting system No more cutting
grain with a binder and shocking and threshing. We windrowed the
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grain to dry and then came along with the combine and threshed it, leav-
ing the straw behind in a windrow to be picked up by the baler." Hin-
richs's brother bought the baler, which changed their haying as well. The
early mechanical corn pickers could "pick as much corn in a day as six
men could husk by hand." But they were "a cumbersome machine with
many breakdowns," so husking by hand continued until 1942, when a
"reasonably satisfactory corn picker became popular." Also in the early
1940s, the family bought a milking machine, built their first seed corn
drying and processing plant ("Now we could increase our production"),
and the whole family, including father and brother, showed cattle, sheep,
and seed corn at the county fair. Their milking shorthorns were sold for
breeding stock and for beef. "We were providing farmers in a fifty-mile
radius with their bulls," says Hinrichs.
However, Hinrichs's foresight was not always so reliable. As late as
1942, he went into horse raising, "not riding horses but draft horses."
Though the number of draft horses was diminishing, Hinrichs reports
that he could not understand "how a farm could survive the average
winter without a team of horses to get around in the snow." He had two
brood mares from which he got five colts. His report makes one wonder
why anyone ever raised horses: "One developed into a good horse; an-
other broke well and drove well but could never be trusted for biting or
kicking. The third one developed into a heinous outlaw that sent me to
the hospital with a broken leg." That might not have been enough to put
a stop to Henry's nonsense about horses, but "the prices kept going down"
until, he confesses, "I finally sold them all." Hinrichs also recalls, some-
what ruefully, another poor venture: growing Christmas trees. "I reasoned
that the poorest soil on the farm could produce a thousand trees in ten
years. At the prevailing price this would be very profitable." He even
dreamed of an advertising scheme: "Bring your children out for a sleigh
ride to the Christmas Tree Forest and cut your own tree!" Everything
seemed as though it had to work. "It sounded and looked good and the
trees grew." But when the harvest time came, "we no longer had horses—
nor buyers for the trees," and one suspects the sleigh was gone as well.
In 1950, the scene began to take another discernible turn, one re-
flected in changes in our small towns. This is the real beginning of the
loss of small farms, and it reveals the impact that changes in agriculture
had on our communities. Till then, Red Wing had been thought of as an
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agricultural town. "It had two flour mills that bought wheat from farm-
ers, a flax processing plant that bought flax, and two malting companies
that bought barley." The town still had two produce stores, three feed
stores, and two implement dealers. But the creamery had gone, and soon
the rest of the farm-oriented businesses disappeared as well. From then
on, Red Wing, surrounded by a thousand square miles of farmland,
turned its back on agriculture and focused on industry and commerce.
The year 1950 also saw the introduction of the field chopper and of
the portable elevator, which made loading silos much easier and reduced
the need for hired labor. The two-row corn picker came into common
use, harvesting two rows at a time and pulling the corn wagon behind.
The changes again showed up in the cropping patterns and in the whole
culture of farming. "Corn and soybeans were commanding increasing
acreage and small grain was growing less profitable. The change in crop-
ping required new equipment." The new self-propelled combines had
larger capacity and could harvest corn as well as beans and small grains.
Hinrichs saw a cause-and-effect relationship between the increase in
corn and beans, the use of new equipment, and the loss of small farms.
"Farmers began expanding their operations. When a farmer quit farm-
ing and had an auction, the farm was no longer taken over by a new
farmer. More than likely the farm was purchased and absorbed by a
neighboring farmer, making his farm that much larger." There was a
whole new agriculture coming to life. Hinrichs summarizes it this way:
Diversified farming was giving way to specialized farming. Sheep and
poultry gave way to dairy, beef, hogs or crops. Most farmers discontin-
ued the lesser of these productions and increased one of the others so
it became their specialty. The dairy farmer milked 50 to 100 cows, the
hog farmer raised 1,000 to 2,000 hogs annually, and the beef farmer
fed 500 steers or more. Except for the crop farmers, the average farmer
utilized his entire crop production for feed. The crop farmer marketed
corn and soybeans. Sheep were generally unprofitable and the few
farmers that kept them had small flocks to keep the weeds under con-
trol and scavenge around the farmstead. They were not profitable un-
til the late 70's. . . . The four-bottom plow gave way to five-bottom
equipment. The two-row combine was replaced with a four-row. The
hatch corn dryer was replaced with a continuous flow dryer and more
storage had to be built.
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The evolutionary changes in technology and scale became built into the
system. One would only have to change the number of dairy cows from
one hundred to three hundred or a thousand, for example, to fit today's
similar pattern.
The sociology of the farmer's life changed along with the cropping
and the farm expansion. Hinrichs explains, "Farmers began to take off a
weekend or two during the year or even perhaps a week. . . . Prepared
foods and household conveniences relieved the farmer's wife of many of
her household duties. Many . . . found themselves with time on their
hands and sought employment in the city.... The farm was supporting
two family automobiles. When the children grew old enough for a driv-
er's license, they, too, bought an automobile. Their growing up made
further expansion of the farm operation possible." As one would expect,
the economics changed too. Henry Hinrichs's brother Erwin decided to
sell his farm and retire. "To this time, the effect of farm prosperity and
inflation can best be expressed by the fact that he bought the farm in
1941 for $18,500 and sold it again in 1971 for $100,000." Henry marvels,
"Eighty-one thousand five hundred dollars appreciation!"
One can see throughout the story of this farm family the roots of
trends in present-day agriculture. Hinrichs's farming life began at the
dawn of the twentieth century and ended when it was more than 80 per-
cent over. Nearly all the forces now at work came into play over the
course of this farmer's lifetime, and his attitudes as well as his actions
mark the century's changes. Hinrichs's easy-to-understand delight at the
speed of new technologies is obvious, as is his amazement at the amount
of work accomplished and the increase in crop production. Yet speed
and efficiency are not all benefit. They have a downside as well, as Hoff-
beck's story of farm machinery development reveals and as Eric T. Frey-
fogle, professor of natural resources, property, and land-use law at the
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, explains in The New Agrari-
anism: Land, Culture, and the Community of Life. "Good work, agrarians
recognize, often takes time, and some jobs cannot safely or wisely be
speeded up. Bad work, on the other hand—bad in terms of adverse ef-
fects on the land community and the social order—can happen quickly
and leave enduring scars in its wake."14 The untested effects of new seed
varieties that came along in Hinrichs's early years, and the untested ef-
fect of chemicals over the long term, would gradually reveal themselves
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after Hinrichs's day. Even an early version of globalization expressed it-
self as part of the "green revolution," which Hinrichs witnessed. But
Hinrichs could not yet see the effects of these and other changes. Some
would occur soon after he wrote his memoir; the increased debt for
combines and high cab tractors and the drop in farm prices, especially
the collapse that ruined so many in the late eighties, were just beyond the
range of his otherwise ample foresight.
The complexity of the farm story has to do with cultural changes in
the distant past as well as some changes that are more recent. Don Wor-
ster, historian at the University of Kansas, believes that "the most impor-
tant roots of the modern environmental crisis lie not in any particular
technology of production or health care—the advent of medical inocu-
lations, for example, or better plows and crops, or the steam engine, or
the coal industry, all of which were outcomes more than causes—but
rather in modern culture itself, in its world-view that has swept aside
much of the older religious outlook." Worster names that worldview ma-
terialism and holds that it is accompanied by another component, secu-
larism. The former had a powerful impact on the biological world
because the secular goal of its driving economy was "achieving more
comfort, more bodily pleasure, and especially a higher level of affluence."
This became the great good in life, "greater than securing the salvation of
one's soul, greater than learning reverence for nature or God." The secu-
larism that accompanies materialism in contemporary culture, Worster
says, "undertook to free people from a fear of the supernatural and tried
to direct attention away from the after-life to this-life and to elevate the
profane over the sacred." That secularism "even invaded the very core of
religious expression," subverting the church and distorting its expres-
sion, so that "today we can find unembarrassed Hindu gurus buying
fleets of Rolls Royces or Protestant television evangelists selling glitzy
condos in a religious theme park." According to Worster, the idea of
"progress" is also implicated in our modern view that defines progress
"mainly as an endless economic or technological improvement on the
present."15
Those shifts in our culture's worldview and mind-set have altered
our view of our farms and what we hope to get out of a life in farming.
A materialist culture rewards material progress and high production
that, at least for the short term, brings material prosperity. Sometimes
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that comes at a price, the price being land and animal health, both of
which get sacrificed so we humans can have not health but wealth, so we
can be more comfortable and own more things. Freyfogle holds that the
agrarian view strives to move in a different direction from the general
culture of materialism: "At its best—and its best, to be sure, is often not
fully attainable—the agrarian life is an integrated whole, with work and
leisure mixed together, undertaken under healthful conditions, and sur-
rounded by family. As best they can agrarians spurn the grasping mate-
rialism of modern culture; they define themselves by who they are and
where they live rather than by what they earn and own."16 The farm story
of this region, perhaps of any region, is also more complex than techno-
logical developments might indicate, for as Worster and Freyfogle point
out, we are all caught up in historical forces that we may not be aware of,
participants in a changing culture the implications of which are espe-
cially difficult to discern.
FARMING RESPONDS TO SUPPLY AND DEMAND
Another way to look at our farm history is to trace its economic develop-
ment. Willard W. Cochrane, professor emeritus at the University of Min-
nesota, sums up the previous century's agricultural economic history in
one long, Faulknerian sentence: "Farmers experienced a wonderful eco-
nomic high during the first two decades of the 20th century; fell into a
depression in the 1920s; fell into a deeper depression in the 1930s; once
again enjoyed economic prosperity in the 1940s; experienced falling
prices and economic hard times in the 1950s; experienced moderate
prosperity in the 1960s and early 1970s; then farm prices fell and hard
times returned in the late 1970s; hard times returned in the middle
1980s; and farmers are once again experiencing economic depression in
the late 1990s." Cochrane's analysis of that history is interesting:
Each downswing is attributed to some specific cause. But why do these
specific causes induce a "feast or famine" type of behavior in the food
producing industry—in farming?
They do so because the food producing industry is an inherently
unstable industry resulting from the highly inelastic aggregate de-
mand for food on the one hand and, in the short run at least, a highly
inelastic aggregate supply of basic food products on the other. Thus,
with any small shift in either the aggregate demand for food or the ag-
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gregate supply of food products, we get a large price response up or
down depending upon the nature of the shift in either demand or
supply, with a consequent change in farm incomes. These specific
causes (e.g., war, or peace, or great drought, or great technological
breakthrough) are always at work shifting either aggregate demand or
aggregate supply. Unfortunately, the reality that the food producing
industry is basically an unstable industry as the result of the econom-
ic forces noted above, is something that most political leaders, farm
leaders, farmers themselves and agricultural economists either don't
understand or don't want to understand. [Cochrane's emphasis]
The lesson to be learned from that history, according to Cochrane, is
simply that "the food producing industry cannot and will not level off at
some desirable economic level and stay there. The economic forces, in-
elastic aggregate demand and inelastic aggregate supply, won't let it."17
In the following chapters, we will look through the eyes of farmers at the
political history of farming and some of the complications that have re-
sulted from changes in farm policy. These farmers' stories are filled with
another kind of history, personal or vernacular history, that reveals itself
in the "that's how we came to have this place" stories that I heard often.
One thing all these folks, of different scales and widely diverse practices,
have in common is this: They all believe they are following practices that
are sustainable. They all believe they are contributing to a more secure
future for themselves, for farming, and for the environment.
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CHAPTER 3
Two Views, One Farm
VANCE AND BONNIE HAUGEN
Driving from Red Wing, Minnesota, down to Mabel, Minnesota, I take
an inland route, a big semicircle cutting southwest across the bluff coun-
try along the Mississippi, heading up into the borderland between those
steep, tree-covered hillsides and the beginning of the rolling prairie that
will soon taper into the Great Plains. In the hills leading away from the
bluff lands along the river, the soil lies lightly on the ridges, a porous
sandy silt called loess, easily eroded, and not very deep to start with.
Driven by ancient winds following the most recent ice age, about ten
thousand years ago, it covered the higher ridges, twenty feet deep in plac-
es, but lay more thinly, sometimes less than a foot deep, where wind
scoured the side hills. Such soil covered all of Wabasha, Winona, and
Houston counties, and a little over half of the southeast Minnesota re-
gion. This soil's name sounds as if it came from Star Wars or from the
magic kingdom of Narnia: Udalfs—a suborder of Alfisols, which are
characteristically forested. It's this particular soil that supports this west-
ern edge of our American deciduous hardwood forests.
This green landscape now wears a bucolic mantle of farmed domes-
ticity that belies its dramatic wilderness history. Though 80 or 90 percent
of it is'now under cultivation, the land still allows us glimpses of its wild
past. The wind that drove that soil across steep hills to drift over high
ridges bespeaks a turbulent, tumultuous time when everything loose was
up for grabs. Wind's descendent, the tornado of today, reminds us of
that earlier time. Today I am driving along an ecological border country
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between grasslands and deciduous hardwoods, moving in and out of
vestigial remnants that hang on despite our agriculture. Experts would
probably call it a transition zone. Along Minnesota 58, we move in and
out of noncontiguous bits of tallgrass prairie and maple, oak, basswood
timber, both zones mostly broken up by agriculture: corn and beans in
places, dairy cattle on some hills, pasturelands and contoured strips of
grain and alfalfa. The bluff lands along the eastern half of Goodhue
County are covered with this soil; the western half is rapidly becoming
prairie. This landscape, like much of the country around here, is called
the "driftless" area because it escaped the last wave of glaciers that drifted
over the area, leaving the land free of the glacial till and debris that in-
evitably mark a retreating glacier's path. In the fifteen miles between Red
Wing and the town of Goodhue, the shift from river bluffs and timber to
tallgrass prairie—big bluestem and Indian grass—is so abrupt that it is
apparent even to my untrained eye, even if the bluestem is now gone
along this stretch, replaced by corn and soybeans.
Beyond Zumbrota, the arc I'm driving swings to the south, down U.S.
52, through Rochester, held up by an ancient bedrock called the Roches-
ter Plateau, and continues on down through the hills and sinkholes at
Fountain and Preston, where the karst limestone ledges rise occasionally
above the road. In this area, some of the rotting limestone beneath has
collapsed on itself, forming caves and underground streams and lakes,
groundwater we depend on for drinking, agriculture, and industry. On
some of those exposed limestone layers, ancient striations and grooves,
clear as road signs, lay out the direction of glaciers earlier than our last
wave, apparently headed south for the winter. Inside the rock, fossils of
marine plants and animals tell us cool northerners that our land once
endured an equatorial climate in that geologic time called Silurian. How
our dour, stoic pleasure in our ability to stand the cold would have suf-
fered in such heat! Our summers now are short, and we forget stoicism to
complain bitterly about the humidity. Equatorial heat year-round would
surely melt our taciturn endurance like ice cream in August, raising ques-
tions about our very nature. Who would we be in such a place?
Because the most recent Wisconsin glaciation bypassed the region,
the glacial evidence here speaks of older events, even more ancient move-
ments of rock and ice. Here fossils reveal earlier plants and animals that
spent their lives in the shelter of glaciers far older than those that swung
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down through Minnesota just a bit west of here and south as far as cen-
tral Iowa.
South of Preston, the twisty road finally rolls out into broader, gen-
tler curves and prairie and into Amish country. The Alfisol soil here
shares the prairie with Mollisol, that dark, loamy soil rich in organic
matter that my German immigrant grandfather loved to crumble in his
hand a few miles south of here, in Delaware County, Iowa. This ecosys-
tem is savannah, and this particular portion of it is known as Southern
Oak Plains. One county to the west, the Wisconsin glaciers left still an-
other soil. True tallgrass prairie rose there, miles of it, stretching west to
the one hundredth meridian, where the country gets more droughty and
the grass gets shorter. It is easy to imagine the soil deep on this rolling
land and to imagine the oak savannah that once reigned over much of
southeast Minnesota, thanks to systematic and knowledgeable burning
by local tribesmen. "Native Americans, they did a lot of it," says soil sci-
entist George Polk, during a conversation in his kitchen. "If they hadn't
burned it, the woods would have taken over everything Only the bur
oaks—they are really tough, with a thick bark—survived." How do we
know there was once oak savannah here? "You can tell just by looking,"
says Polk. "Forest biomass is above ground. It leaves behind a very light,
sandy soil." With prairie soil, "the biomass is two-thirds underground.
It's dense, and the prairie soils are much less erodable. So all you have to
do to see what was where is look at the soils." Still, it would help to have
a more educated eye than mine.
There are Amish families scattered throughout this region, but here
enough Amish are concentrated that the highway department has added
special lanes on the side of the highway for their horse-drawn buggies.
As they trot in for parts or groceries or head home in the dusk, the black
buggies and their sorrel or dark bay horses would be especially vulnera-
ble to accidents on the regular pavement, despite the bright, incongru-
ous triangular yellow highway department caution signs fashioned to
the back of some. Even that safety feature's concession to modernity is
too much for others, who eschew both signs and safety in trade for a
secure tradition. Stopping for gas along the way, I think the town name,
Harmony, reflects something of that Amish influence as well. Or is it
only settlers' hope?
Where 52 turns ninety degrees south and heads into Iowa, I turn
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north on the gravel, go half a mile down into a creek bottom, cross a nar-
row bridge, and wind up into hills rapidly becoming steep again, back
toward that old Paleozoic Rochester Plateau, the creek bottoms and
slopes again covered with the loess that spawns the deciduous oaks and
maples that crowd the road. Coming up out of the creek, past an aban-
doned, white-frame building that locals refer to as the Amish school-
house, I turn again at a tiny, weathered outbuilding where children once
waited for the school bus, into Vance and Bonnie Haugen's farm atop the
ridge. The farm is not quite on the Iowa border, but close enough that a
young pitcher with a long arm and good windup, a coming Bobby Feller,
say, might dream that he could throw a rock from here and hit Iowa right
in the strike zone.
I'm here to go on down to Iowa, near Decorah, for a field day on the
farm of Dan and Bonnie Beard, longtime friends of the Haugens. While
waiting for the Haugen Bonnie (as opposed to the Beard Bonnie), Vance
and I stand outside where we have a pretty good view of the farm. Point-
ing and gesturing, Vance tells me his view of it, showing me what I'm
looking at, laying it all out from his unique perspective and our mutual
vantage point.
I never thought we'd be farming here My father-in-law had an Amish
hired man, and when I'd come to visit, he'd say, "You know, there's this
farm for sale." So we finally came over and looked at it. The buildings
were in bad shape: there was two feet of water in the basement of the
house; there was trash everywhere. I thought, Oh God, this will never
work, but the price was right, so we took it over. I told Jake, Jake Yoder,
a friend of mine, what we were going to do—how we were going to turn
it into a grazing farm and make it work that way. He said, "Well, you
can't do any worse than the guy who was there." By that he meant the
guy had gone bankrupt, so we couldn't do any worse than that.
We do dairy. I want to show you—it looks pretty good. We're con-
serving the soil. I feel pretty good about that. Twenty years ago that
hillside there (pointing to a sloping field north of us), it was a mess.
There was an awful lot of erosion here before. Now there's almost zero.
There's 230 acres—I'd say there's about 190-some acres grazeable,
with a little woodland and a building site. On the one corner down
over here (pointing again, to our right), there's a little creek that goes
through. And then we have a two-acre pond on the other land. It's
kind of nice.
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And you'll notice, you don't see any paddocks out there. What we
did, this is something that I've developed, we fence on the contour, so
I've got high-tensile fence. If you look really close, you can maybe see,
up where that water tank is, there are actually wood posts. We fence
there, and then we can make the paddock any size we want. The other
thing, then, I take a board or a post and we lift the wire up and the
cows walk under it. That way, you can have the cows enter or exit any
place. And you don't have to have lanes—we still do have some lanes—
but you don't have to have permanent lanes; you don't have perma-
nent places because oftentimes, that's where you have erosion. Some
people really object to the "cow path" look. I can understand that.
There's a downside to it. Occasionally, a cow will knock the post down,
and I know Art [a dairyman not far away], he teases me terrible about
this. "Oh," he says, "you've got to have gates. When you open a gate,
you know that you've got it right." True! That's very true. But in most
of these, you know the cow has to go through that area. Sometimes
you get mud there I like it this way, but it does take a little bit more
work. I have to admit that. But it's less expensive.
This used to be a two-family operation, and then the other family
decided they didn't wish to be here, so we bought them out. At the
height, we're at 150 milk cows. And now we're down to about 64 this
month. We could easily support—I say easily—but we were support-
ing 150 OK. But then we didn't grow any grain or corn silage on this
farm, we had just grass, and now we do grow corn silage. I have twen-
ty acres of corn silage on here. We still buy all the grain because it's just
not worth it. So it's kind of nice. I like the corn silage for a lot of dif-
ferent reasons, and I also like growing it in that we can renovate—so
that if we have a field that we feel isn't doing well, we tear it up and
seed it down again. So for us, it works out OK.
We're here, this is our tenth or eleventh—tenth—year, and we're
still making all the payments. I still work off the farm, but I wouldn't
really have to, economically. We could make it. It just makes things
easier. It's one of those things. . . . But it's frustrating, you know, be-
cause I see my neighbors over there. That's corn and beans. Nice guy. I
don't think he's making any money. If he is, it's all from the govern-
ment. And there's erosion.
I'd like to see a hundred farms like this. You look up and down here
and we're losing farms right and left. I think this is a viable option for
people—if they want to be dairy. Now, I have a good friend who farms
just over there. He's a real nice guy. I always tell him, "Friend, you're
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not making any money with corn and beans. You should have cows.
We could really set up a nice grazing farm and—" "Nah ," he says, "then
Td have to milk!" (Vance laughs.) I tell him, "Yes, I guess that's a prob-
lem." It's not for everybody, that's for sure. But we do OK.
We started out with Holsteins. Now we've got a mixture. We bought
a little over a hundred Holsteins and about thirty Jerseys. What we've
done is, we've gone to crossbreds. So we have predominantly Jersey-
Holsteins. Probably fifty of the cows out there are Jersey-Holstein
crosses. They're doing just really great for us—they do a very nice job.
We like the milk better. The components are higher, and it's a smaller
animal. It's about an eleven hundred-pound animal with those cross-
breds. They just do really well. They seem to have a little better fertil-
ity. We've only been doing it for eight, nine years. So I don't want to say
it's "the thing," but it's been working well for us.
Vance sounds like others I've talked to who have tried this or that for
a number of years and are happy with the results of their experiments.
Yet I've never heard one say "It's the best way" or "It s the only way" The
biggest claim is "It seems to be working on this place"
I was looking at some bull stud information, and they were talking
about this cow that had a 64,000-pound average, and they were tout-
ing her son and all, you know. I like looking at machinery, especially
cars, so looking at a Ferrari, that's kind of fun, but I sure wouldn't
want to be driving one of those down these gravel roads! So I'm think-
ing, they're talking about that, and you know, we've got different cars
and different vehicles for different things, and I kind of think, perhaps
they've lost track of it. I mean, they're trying to push so hard, you've
got to have that top production, and I was talking to a friend of mine,
and he said, "You know, you have to have that top production."
And I said, "Why?"
"So you can be profitable."
"Oh, so what it costs you to get that top production doesn't matter
then?"
"Well, yeah, it does, but if you get top production, you always make
money."
And I said, "Baloney sausage." It isn't going to happen. You have to
be careful on what you pick and choose. But I take a look at—if you
can have low-cost forage, you know, and let the animal harvest it for as
many months as possible. . . . It depends on how you do the figures,
but we can get break-even costs, just cash costs, we can get them down
in that $6.00-$7.00 area. You add in depreciation and the rest of it, I
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think it gets in at around $10.00-$10.50. We can stay fairly competi-
tive. I generally look at some of the larger confinement operations—
they're talking $11.50-$12.00. Well, if that's what they need to break
even, and if Land O'Lakes and the rest of them are going to keep giv-
ing them that price, well then, if I can keep underneath it, I can stay in
business. We're doing OK.
Bonnie's ready.
Shall we go over and take a look at that other farm?
Vance and I get into my car so we can continue the conversation, and
Bonnie drives their vehicle. Vance and she will stay with the Beards lon-
ger than I can, and he will drive back with her. Along the way, he gives
occasional directions since I've never been to the Beards' farm.
Dan's got an interesting operation. You know, the folks that are still
in this business are guys that are interested in trying something differ-
ent, generally. If you've always done what you always did, you always
get what you always got.
This is a comment I hear often, in one version or another. I've heard it
from both agribusiness producers and farmers taking a sustainable ap-
proach. One of the ties between them, beyond a region they all love, is this
way of talking about farming. The practices they follow may differ wide-
ly, but the way they talk about their work is often the same. Adaptability
and flexibility are requisite characteristics for staying in business on the
land today. Any day.
I get to see an awful lot because I work off the farm as a county
agent in Wisconsin. So I see an awful lot of differences, and of course
similarities, between the two states, and also traveling through Iowa, I
get to know a lot of the folks here.
Vance and Bonnie both understand the nature of this landscape. They
have taken its vagaries and peculiarities into account as they seek the best
way to farm it.
This a real interesting area, this driftless area. It's neat to see people
trying different things. Of course, my big thing has been the grazing
and dairy. Not only did we do it, but that's one of the things that I've
worked on or teach. We can't be proponents of it, working for the
county, but I think it's a great system—it probably will work for more
people than our large confinement operations will. There are some
days when you have mud—when you have real bad weather, you kind
of wonder. For the most part, to have an animal on concrete during its
entire life—never getting off—doesn't make a whole lot of sense to
me. And the pork, too; I mean, we've got some pasture pork. My son
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is raising some. There's a lot of really good—we've got Tom Frantzen
over here, for instance—he's a pork producer down here in Iowa, and
he does it out on pasture. He claims he's making money and he's still
in business, so I kind of believe him.
But things change; the technology changes or the economy chang-
es, and farming has to change too. The thing is, the technology works;
it works, there's no doubt about that. On the other hand, can you pay
for it? If you set things up for a ten- or fifteen-year note and all of a
sudden things change dramatically in three or four years, and then
you can't pay for it—that's when stress becomes almost unbearable.
And some of these guys have killed themselves over that, or killed
themselves working.
Some people say, "Strive for the maximum production." Well, yes,
you can do that, and you can buy the technology for it, but does it re-
ally pay? And the other thing is, if things go against you, if you have a
bad year If everything goes perfect and you've got it all worked out,
yeah, fine. But what if you have a drought year? What if an '88 shows
its ugly head? We're not going to get an '88 this year [2002], but it
could be. We could have reduction in yields because of drought. For
some of these guys, it can be devastating.
I worked at Fargo for ten years, and before that I lived up near Thief
River Falls. So I saw some of those rich beet farmers, and I saw some of
those problems. They went from wealth to nothing—worse than nothing.
Getting back to chickens, hogs, dairy: As far as having more of a
natural system, one thing that bothers me is when I go to these really
big confinement systems and look at them. They're imposing an in-
dustrial system on a biological one. You can see it is working, but it's
not a good way to do things. Farming's not natural, to begin with.
People say they want to go back to nature, well, farming is totally
against nature, but you can do it within degrees. You can be totally
radical or not quite so radical. I think those guys have gone complete-
ly off the deep end in some of their stuff.
In order to make farming work, you have to change it. But you have
to change it within reason. And you also have to take a look at what's
the sustainability on this? That's where I get concerned about the corn
and bean rotations that we've got up here—is it sustainable? They say,
"Well yes, we'll make sure it's sustainable." But how long? Ten years?
Twenty years? One hundred years? And are you talking about sustain-
able from the soil point of view, or [are] you talking about it from a
community point of view?
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Like ethanol—that bugs me, how ethanol is touted as a nice, renew-
able fuel. But it takes corn. So I'm looking at it and thinking, well, if we
can raise enough corn so that we're not hurting the environment, well
then, maybe that's a good thing. But then, what about the energy it
takes to get the chemicals and the tillage and herbicides and all the rest
of the stuff? And I'm thinking, so it takes more energy to make ethanol
than the ethanol saves; you know, maybe this isn't the greatest idea. It's
totally wacko! And look, on top of it, here's a person who's putting a
badge of honor on their chest, saying, "Look—I'm using ethanol," and
they're driving a suburban assault vehicle. It's ridiculous. And then we
have our president saying, "You really don't need to conserve, we'll just
get some more." Fine, if we can find some more, well, that's a great
thing. But I certainly can't understand why we can't conserve also.
That doesn't make any sense to me.
What I'm hoping on our place is that we would continue to build
up some of the paddocks, and get things so it's easier to move cattle
around on there. I don't think that's much of a problem. My son has
some interest, and my daughter is twenty-one and has also expressed
some interest in coming back to the farm. It will be kind of fun in five
years to see if they'll be either farming with us or nearby. That would
be kind of fun. I don't know if that will happen, but if they'd like to, I
think it could be interesting.
I don't know how I came by my conservation principles. . . . I'm
going to be forty-five in October, so I suppose I was just on the end of
the hippie age when I went to college—so maybe that was part of it. I
grew up in northern Minnesota on a small, basically subsistence farm,
and we were dirt-poor. We conserved everything—that might be part
of it. My dad and mother are still up there and have retired. She was a
schoolteacher. We were probably some of the last people to start using
chemicals up there, spraying crops—maybe not because we had a con-
servation ethic but because we were leery of it, and the cost. That's
part of it And then just my [educational] background. I got an ag
education and ag mechanization degree, going to college in the seven-
ties. There was a lot of stuff about environment and ecology and that
sort of thing. I guess that's where it's kind of come from, you know.
I've looked at it, and having a background, you don't believe every-
thing everybody tells you. You have to be a little skeptical.
I take a look at some of the farm things when I was going to school,
and it was always "Let's see what we're really doing here; what's the big
picture?" And that's one of the things we looked at: if we're going to
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conserve, if we're going to grow crops, how are we going to do it for
not just ten years or a hundred years—how about a thousand years? I
don't know where I came up with that idea. We talked about stuff in
China—some places there they've been farming continuously for
nearly four thousand years. I think, too, being Norwegian (Vance starts
to laugh) is a detriment to spending a lot. (We are both laughing.) My
immigrant ancestors came here looking for land. They didn't have any
in Norway. I think that's always been passed on: if you can get ahold of
land, you cherish it, and you try to take care of it because there isn't
much. That's the way it was in Norway. That isn't the way it is here, but
I still hear that echoing, that sentiment. It comes through even when I
talk with my parents, or talk with my grandparents, or even great-
grandparents.
There's a farm on the base of this hill, that'll be on the right. That's
the farm we're going to. They're grazers just like us. Dan and Bonnie
Beard. They started grazing about the same time we did, though they've
been farming longer than we have. They are really nice people. They do
the rotational grazing. Dan and I were down to Nicaragua, teaching
rotational grazing down there to farmers. We had a great time.
I shouldn't be surprised. One of the things I've learned is how much lo-
cal farmers know about the rest of the world and how much they partici-
pate in it. The notion that farmers today are provincial or unsophisticated
is far wide of the mark. I cant resist asking Vance when he was there.
Last October. I'm going back the end of August with my son.
/ tell Vance I'm so envious I can hardly stand it. "I was down there
in '86"
Really! What were you doing down there in '86? (Vance pauses just
a moment.) Maybe I.shouldn't ask. (He laughs.)
His laugh cannot quite hide his suspicion. I can't help but laugh too,
knowing what he's wondering. I tell him, "I was not working for the CIA."
Well, that's good (clearly relieved and very serious). There were some
bad things going down then.
"Oft, man, it was something" I agree, also serious now, remembering.
I mean, it was embarrassing being an American down there.
"Oft, it's embarrassing to be an American lots of places" I agree.
Yes, that's true. It was very embarrassing being an American down
there. One of the things they told us before we went: don't talk about
politics. We didn't, of course. But you couldn't help but hear things,
you know. They would talk about the war, and they'd talk about losing
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people there. We couldn't go up in this one area because there were too
many land mines still left over. And, Judas Priest, what in the devil
were we doing there to begin with?
"The stories I heard in '86 would just chill you."
I believe it.
"The kind ofviciousness that we put on them—"
Yes! And for what?
"For nothing"
Yes, absolutely nothing!
"The pretext was that those guys were going to march through Guate-
mala, Mexico, and Texas—"
And take over Washington! (Vance finishes, his tone disgusted.)
He points, and I pull the car into a farmyard, huge maples shading a
picnic table that will soon be set with a typical farm spread—potato
salad, green salad, grilled hamburgers, homemade buns, and dessert—
all of it from the Beards' own farm or helpful neighbors. We drift across
to a tractor and hayrack. The driver gets down from his green John Deere
perch as Vance, too tall for my little Corolla, extricates himself from my
car and swings out his big hand.
Well, Mr. Beard, are you up for a visit today?
A month or so later, I'm back at the Haugens' to talk with Bonnie. It's a
cloudy day, threatening rain. I'd first met her at a field day held by an-
other dairyman and grazer, Art Thicke, who lives a few miles east. She
impressed me with her directness and a certain pragmatism. Larry Gates,
a farmer and Department of Natural Resources hydrologist, introduced
us and in a sentence told her I was writing a farm story. She looked a
mite skeptical but agreed to talk with me.
Now we sit down in the kitchen. As in all farmhouses, it's the main
room in the house. At the Haugens', the kitchen and the living room are
all part of one big open space, fireplace at one end, and a guitar, mando-
lin, and violin hanging on the wall, with a music stand in one corner
indicating that the instruments are not decorations. Bonnie starts some
coffee, and I ask her how long they've known the Beards.
Well, that's kind of interesting—living as close as we are. We met at one
of the grazing conferences in Wisconsin in '93 or '94. It's kind of silly,
we're so busy—we're close and yet we don't see each other very often.
Dan and Bonnie came up to our place to see our milking parlor while
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they were thinking about putting their parlor together. That was pretty
interesting. When I show others our parlor, I always tell them they need
to go see these other parlors—they have things in their parlors that we
don't. Their parlors are better than ours because they learned from our
mistakes. You saw theirs; it's really fine. Dan and Vance were together in
Nicaragua last fall, talking with Nicaraguan farmers about rotational
grazing. It was one of those experiences that deepens the bond. Let me
see if we've got some peace coffee from Nicaragua.
We sip our coffee and Bonnie asks me how this project is going. I tell
ers about policy issues like the federal farm bill, "I get a response that goes
something like 'Ah, the—expletive deleted—farm bill. . .' whether the
speaker gets help from it or not. Then the subject promptly changes!' Bon-
nie laughs, recognizing the experience. "The stories I'm hearing," I tell
Bonnie, "are more personal, more focused around values than around
public policy. I find that inspiring, because practically everybody I've
talked to so far inadvertently reveals an idealistic or altruistic view of
what they are trying to do. It's always about making a living, yes, but also
more—about helping others beyond the family, or about working for the
community."
That just gives me goose bumps because, Gary, we have to be pio-
neers all over again. And there are lots of pioneers around. We might not
have to wash our clothes in a washtub or down by the stream, but we're
foraging other waters. Instead of having to worry about taming the wil-
derness, or not having a doctor within sixty horseback miles, we have to
worry about global markets, or how to make this farm work environ-
mentally so it doesn't put itself out of business because it's drawing
down our soil or water resources, or we have to worry about politicians
who know nothing about farming, or consumer indifference to any-
thing but the cheapest food—all those other threats out there.
Those threats are more serious than terrorism because they are
more insidious, in my opinion. I don't wish for any more terrorist at-
tacks, but if we get anything out of them, maybe it will get some people
thinking about the food system being too centralized, and the benefits
of buying more local produce, buying your food from farms that you
know. But I think once you talk to people and they really understand
a little bit more about the food chain and exactly the ramifications—it
may be a little more expensive, depending on exactly what you're buy-
ing; it could be more expensive initially—but in the long run, it still
keeps people in the community; you get good quality for your food,
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and then it's not a waste of food dollars. So I think once we get the
public more aware and interested in acting accordingly...
Years and years ago, someone was reminding people that if you give
people—he was speaking at one of the Bread for the World lun-
cheons—if you give a person a gun, you might have a friend for a day,
and if you teach them how to grow their bread or the grain, you're
likely to have a friend for a lot longer. I think, socially, that's a lot of
what our whole nation's problem is—you have to balance your secu-
rity against your friends', but too often it's too fast and too easy to lean
towards just the security and not thinking about others' well-being....
We might be in different countries, but we are still in the same world.
We are still sharing the whole air and water and all of that. It's a diffi-
cult thing.
I guess it's a combination of everything—you get the people going
more that way, and then that affects the elections. At the same time, we
can't rely on the politicians, but we also need to work with them be-
cause we don't want them working against us either. We don't want
them setting up policies that keep promoting more corn and the big
companies. I think it's a real spiritual thing too.
Bringing it back to local—I think that's one of the reasons why it's
so important in this particular area with our karst geology—that's one
of the reasons why I'm so interested in working with more of a grass-
based farm, even if you're not an intensive rotational grazer, just hav-
ing more of the grasses there, just because we have our water erosion
so fast and furious everywhere, and I think that's really important, go-
ing down to the aquifers as well as being close to the main rivers—
There is a knock at the door. Before Bonnie can get up to answer it,
the door opens and a neighbor comes in. Bonnie introduces me to Judy
and her grandson, a towhead who is tagging along shyly, one hand
wrapped in his grandmother's skirt.
"Judy and Gary were dairy farmers for a lot of years, and they're not
grazers like we are now," Bonnie introduces us.
"We were kind o f . . . Well, we used pasture, but we weren't intensive
grazers," Judy says, not defensively but thoughtfully, weighing Bonnie's
comment.
"But you also didn't overuse your pasture," Bonnie prompts. She
turns to me and says, "This is one of the best conventional farmers, right
here. And she's been active in all the issues that have been going on
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around here." She explains to Judy that I'm working on a book about
farming for the Experiment. I tell her that part of our effort is to involve
the university in local projects that lead to sustainability. Judy says,
I don't know; I've been kind of disappointed in the university. I don't
think it's done its job. It's led a lot of people down the wrong path over
the last several years. Maybe thirty years, I don't know. I guess what
we've done, you'd call it "sustainable." Well, when we sold our farm we
sold it to—actually they were farmers who were over on the next road.
They have three together, two boys and the father. They have three
hundred to four hundred cows. We had a dairy facility with a stan-
chion barn, and we built a free-stall barn for eighty. But it's really good
for those kids. One was getting married and needed a place to put their
extra cows because you can't put them all in one area. And we have pas-
ture, because my husband didn't want to see our whole farm go into row
crops and our hillsides be nothing but soybeans, you know. And they're
making use of the hay, and they're good farmers. The kid, he's doing
different things to the place. They have to do what works for them. The
fields, at least, are not just one whole field of corn and beans.
I comment on some of the erosion I've seen in corn and bean fields this
spring, sheet erosion and gully erosion moving tons of dirt.
"So what's the solution?" Judy asks. "Does the university have any
solutions? I mean, there's that one guy, Gyles Randall, and I've heard
Dick Levins speak. He spoke at our farmers' union annual meeting. He's
very good. He does a lot of writing too. But do they listen to them? We
talk about . . . keeping our agriculture more local. The university talks,
but they don't actually get anything done."
Bonnie picks up on Judy's point: "I think there's a bunch of farmers
that could really do it, and a bunch of them are all set to ... and could
effectively feed everybody locally, which I think would be a great thing.
But the big hurdle we have there is the consumer markets. There are all
kinds of people who would just as soon go to Wal-Mart and buy their
stuff there, as opposed to patronizing the local people. Even the local
grocery store, when I asked them where their meat comes from, they
weren't sure. They buy it from a supplier, and who knows where the sup-
plier gets it from?"
"You have no idea," Judy responds. "Like with the latest meat recall.
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How many people got meat from their freezer that came from ConAgra,
but it's not really ConAgra, it's really somebody else."
Bonnie nods agreement, adding, "And even as far as the grains go,
the sustainable ag women's group is sending a notice around right now.
They're concerned about some of the test plots where there are plants
that are being grown for therapeutic antibiotic stuff—"
Judy interrupts for an instant, "I'm really worried about that."
"They're really concerned about those fields not being well con-
tained," Bonnie continues, "and it starts cross-pollinating, so all of a sud-
den you might be eating cornflakes with antibiotics in them that you
don't want. That's a big problem. I do think there'd be a good place for
that kind of plant use. But it needs to be much better controlled, maybe
in a greenhouse. If you can get some help in the health industry with that
kind of a thing, I think that sounds like a wonderful idea, but I don't
think it sounds like it's being watched."
"Look what happened with Monsanto," Judy agrees, "just that little
bit of StarLink."
StarLink corn, a genetically modified organism (GMO), was not ap-
proved for human consumption but was allowed as animal feed. It con-
tained elements that could lead to allergic reactions in some humans.
Part of the agreement in the Environmental Protection Agency's approv-
al of StarLink for animals was that it be kept separate from other corn.
Grown in the United States, it soon began to show up in foodstuffs
throughout this country and in the European Union and even Japan. It
was traced to contamination from its storage in Nebraska, where corn
processed to use in foods was also stored. StarLink was supposed to be
removed from the food chain but was still being found in our food aid
exports in 2005.1
"And down in Mexico," Bonnie says, "the fields were eight hundred
miles or farther away from that stuff, and it still got contaminated. And
their corn was in zones that were clearly marked 'organic use only.' They
should have been protected, but it didn't help."
Many scientists approve GMO crops because no immediate adverse
effects on human health have been reported. But Bonnie and Judy have
put their fingers on another serious issue with GMO crops, one that has
not had as much press: the capacity GMO crops have to contaminate
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other crops, wreaking havoc on biodiversity, eventually leaving no pure
strains. Then all seeds will be in the control of Monsanto and other
transnational corporations. Once again, I find myself musing at the
thoughtfulness of farm people who do not have access to information
readily available to scientists, journalists, and policymakers, yet who un-
derstand issues in greater depth than they seem to.
Judy comments,
I guess the only thing I would ask is that—do you think that our only
solution is for people to get together? Larry Gates says we've got to
recover our respect for the land and for each other. But how do we do
that? Most people are too far away from the land. We can't rely on the
government to do anything. It just seems that everything is in a scan-
dal You just don't know what to think. Because you look at the topsoil,
yes, you do have to work with all of those things, because if you don't take
care of it, it's gone. I don't know how long it takes to build up topsoil, but
it takes a long, long time. Like here, the soil is rocky and everything. When
you get down to rock, you can't raise anything on these sidehills. It's just
sad, how much of it has been lost down the Mississippi.
Like with us now, we're kind of getting down to the end, but we still
have the grains because we have our son-in-law who's doing our field-
work. He has the big John Deeres and does custom work for people.
But we keep him doing kind of what we want—the hay, the rotation—
and he's agreeable to it. He doesn't really need the hay, but yet it's bet-
ter for the land. You get the bigger equipment, and it's bigger than
what we had, but what we've got is grain to sell. We do have pasture,
and we do have the beef....
We didn't ever raise many soybeans, but we raised some beans, and
then we had hay. We used to raise a lot of oats; we still have oats in the
bin over where we lived. We're trying to get that cleaned out. When we
tried to sell them, they didn't want to buy them. But now there's a
market, we're just going to get rid of them. We have chickens and tur-
keys. Actually, that's another thing too—I tried to talk my husband
into raising more chickens, but then, of course, he's doing it, so it's
easy for me! Maybe we can find a market for selling our chickens.
"We'll be happy to take some," Bonnie says.
"We've done that," Judy points out.
We used to do that for friends. I did talk to somebody up by Lewiston,
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and there's a place up there that processes them and then you can sell
them. But then, that's the thing—if you raise a whole bunch and then
you don't have a market for them, you're left with a whole bunch of
chickens, and the turkeys ... are the same way. If you go to sell a bunch
of turkeys in the fall for Thanksgiving, you might get some calls and you
might not. The marketing is tough The marketing is the hardest—
you're competing with the Big Cheap [Wal-Mart].
Judy's grandson is getting restless now, tired of hearing the old folks talk,
so they head for the door, the boy shouting a bright goodbye.
Bonnie pours more coffee and turns back to an earlier point.
We were talking about losing respect and a spirituality for the land—
but it is so involved. And to do it right, you need to start with the kids
when they're little. And then I also think of triage. Like when people are
in a nasty accident and they do triage, there are some victims that they
know are too far beyond it and the thing to do is to work on this one
instead because she might live. Should we treat the environment and
the society that way? How do we treat our society and environment?
You were talking earlier about finding some people that are altruistic—
and yes, we have some of that on our farm, but it's a constant juggle be-
tween where you want to be and working with the daily struggles.
"The way I understood Vance—when you got this place, the hillsides
over there were eroded, and not in good shape, and it had been corn and
beans for years. It seems like the thing you are struggling with now is how
do we get it to come back, so that we can make a decent place out of it. I
can't think of much that's more altruistic than that, given the direction of
farm programs for the last forty years, which has been pretty much the
other way"
When we go on a tour, I'll show you that one hillside that we've
been working on. The soil thing has been coming up a number of
times in the last couple of weeks. Just yesterday again. I think even if
you're doing row cropping and you add all the proper phosphorus, K,
and urea and nitrogen, you know, unless you're really adding some
organic matter back in with it, I think you're still going backwards.
Your soil tests may say you've got the proper components in there, but
what you really have is the proper chemicals. You don't have anything
that keeps the soil alive. Even the best crop guys, unless they're adding
organic matter back in—and I'm not a soil specialist, this is just my
thinking, undocumented, unstudied—but it just seems to me like
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that's part of why everything goes backwards. It seems like so much
that's going backward.
I remind Bonnie, "That's exactly what Ralph Lentz was saying at Art's
field day" Art and Jean Thicke dairy with Ayrshires in one of the steepest
bluff land areas of southeast Minnesota. "Remember? Ralph held up that
dried-out cow pie and there was stuff sticking out of it all over the place.
It was still full ofO matter. It's clearly a lot healthier than not having it
there." I also mention a story I've heard. "The details may not be quite
right, but it seems that a few years ago, DNR [the Department of Natu-
ral Resources] tried to check the amount of runoff on Art's place, partly
because the hills are so steep. They had a tank truck, and they just dumped
the equivalent of three or four inches of rainfall on one of his fields. They
said they couldn't find any water running off-—it went straight down into
the soil. Art got a little flack from a Wisconsin guy about not having the
right kind of grass, and then I found myself thinking, I wonder if'kind' is
really what's critical here, or if it's more about biomass, carbon/nitrogen
sequestration [when the organic matter in the soil retains water, it also
holds carbon and nitrogen, "sequestering" essential nutrients for use
in growing plants and keeping it out of our rivers], and holding the soil
in place. I mean you have to feed the cows too, but—"
That's a fun story—I hadn't heard of that particular one, but I think
you're right. It's not necessarily the kind. I think that's what a lot of
grazers are finally thinking, and we're hearing it from the different
grazing groups. It's not only the kind; it's what works for your farm,
and I think in some of these cases we may need to utilize the chemicals
to get something started growing so we've got the feed, so if we run the
cows out there to build up the fertility, you've got something to feed
them as you're working on it. That's what we had to do
You know, we had a rainy year last year. All spring, we had plenty of
rain, and Art and Jean's pond never rose an inch. Finally, the ground
was just saturated, and then we had that four-inch rain in June on top
of it all. I called, and Jean answered the phone, and I asked, "Did your
pond rise last night?" She said, "Oh, yes, it came up about an inch." It
came up just an inch!
"It really is a cycle, isn't it? It all has to work together or it doesn't work
at all."
Yes, I think that's right. Cycles are normal. Last year when you were
here, it was wet; this year when you're here, it's dry. We have day and
night; we have seasons; the moons come and go; we wake, we sleep; we
work, we rest; you know. Food grows, it doesn't grow. That just kind of
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fits in with all kinds of things, and sometimes we just have to put the
food cycles and the farm cycles in with that. It's a cycle either way. It
just depends on if we're tipping the cycle to the benefit or if we're tip-
ping the cycle to the disadvantage. It's cycles, no matter what. It just
depends on which direction you're going.
/ am reminded of Gary Snyder's poem about Lew Welch, a friend of
Gary's who disappeared and was never seen again. In the poem, Lou
comes back to say, "Teach the children about the cycles. / The life cycles.
All the other cycles. I That's what it's all about, and it's all forgot." I'd tell
this to Bonnie, but I can't remember the words just right and don't want
to botch them up. Instead, I tell her, "I've run into more than one farmer
this year that says, 'Well, I don't make all my decisions on the basis of
money. If I did, I'd be working in town and making a lot more! I've also
run into folks that say, 'I just want to prove it can be done. They tell me it
can't.' So everyone has their own way. And I keep running into folks who
just say, 'Well, this works for me—I'm not saying it will work for anybody
else. Everybody has to find their own way of doing it.'"
That particular attitude is coming through the grazers a lot more
clearly in the last couple of years. To start with, we didn't have many
examples to look at. A couple of generations ago, they knew more
about it, but they were not rotating as fast. They didn't have to because
they had more pasture acres. They had fewer cattle numbers and they
were diversified. But now, all of a sudden, there isn't as much out there.
Then there was a little more of an attitude: you need to do this, you
need to do that—and maybe for starters, you'd better think about this
area, that area. But I think the grazers that are really making it are the
ones who looked at that and said, "OK, will that apply?" and if so, OK.
And if not, "What do I need to do different to make it fit on this
farm?"
For instance, here is one of the thoughts at that time: when you got
your farm, you could just let the quack grass, or whatever, grow. They
got part of this right, because they said, "Whatever grows best on your
farm, you let that grow." You should get enough quack grass, wheat-
lage, whatever. OK, now that may be fine if you have some kind of old
pasture or old hay field established to start with. But Vance said, "We
just don't dare do that." We had so little pasture then, he said, "I don't
know that we can rely just on that." It's really good that he thought of
that and said, "We should seed down at least some." So we did seed
down about sixty acres with some grass and clovers. Had we not, I
think we would have lost the farm the first year.
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This was mostly just corn and soybeans—there wasn't enough resi-
due of anything left in the soil there to really grow anything. There was
no O matter left after all those chemicals. In fact, there's part of the
valley where—well, there were things that grew, but not much . . . It
just didn't grow as well as anything else. Not that many other places
grew well at all. That was a constant battle for a while. Now it's not as
good as I want to see it, but it has improved. I wonder if part of the
reason why is because it's lower in the valley where things have fallen
out I'm wondering if there were all kinds of chemical residue from
whatever it washed down and just took that much longer to break
down as it sat there. I don't know.
£7s that still the case? Are you still getting a lot of runoff from farms
above you?"
Yes. And most of them use chemicals. We have seven dams on this
farm, and there's one that holds water. The biggest one is at the end of
the farm. That one is two or three acres, depending. It overflowed in
'97—that was the first year—then again in 2000. Supposedly, it's big
enough and built so that it probably would overflow once every twenty-
five years. It's already done it twice since we've been here.
Another thing that I think, as far as the water, whenever it goes
places, if we could get more of the land in grass—at least in specified
places; if not in fields, at least put in more waterways, at the very
least—in all these fields. And bigger buffers would keep the water from
getting to the lakes and streams as fast, which would keep it from go-
ing through the rivers as fast, which would also save us some of the
flood problems. I don't think people should be allowed to continue to
build on floodplains in the first place. Wouldn't that also help for flood
disasters? Think of all the money we spend on that. If we could come
back to the roots, so to speak (we both laugh at her pun), back to better
roots in those places, it just seems like that could help alleviate a lot o
problems.
"What puzzles me is that we knew all that back in the thirties—when
the Soil Conservation Service was getting cranked up and their guys were
going around. Then all of a sudden, we get these huge, record-breaking
floods in the nineties, and everybody's looking at each other and saying,
'Whoa, what... ?' As if it should be a surprise!"
Well, Gary, in the end it is a surprise, and that's because we've lost
some of that memory, and part of that people contact, and we don't
have the stories from the other generations as much—you know, the
connectedness.
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"We don't have the institutions that connect us anymore either" I add.
"The Grange doesnt mean as much anymore, and the church doesnt
mean that much. We dont stay around there after service, just hang out
and swap stories. We tend to go home and watch television. And we don't
often get to work together with an older generation that can pass good
stories on."
A friend came to us years ago and said, "Help me figure out what
else I can do, because I think I'm going to have to sell my cows because
my knees bother me so much. He was milking about fifty cows, and
his knees bothered him so much he would take aspirin at the begin-
ning of milking, in the middle of milking, and at the end of milking.
The end result was, with neighbor help, the grazing group . . . put in
his parlor, and I think it cost him $4,300—and that included the steaks
for the thank-you party. He does not have a flush system in there—it's
only six units—so he takes out one pail of manure every milking. The
point is, he's still able to milk, he likes milking, and now his knees and
back don't hurt so much. Instead of having two people to milk all the
time, he's at one. So his wife went to town and got a job. This works
very well for him.
We were talking about the university people.... I think that for a
long time the grazers have been disappointed that some of the univer-
sity people didn't see the relevance and the importance of intensive
grazing and sustainability to begin with. Honestly, I also believe that
it's good they don't grab every new idea real fast. On the other hand, I
can understand why people are frustrated and not wanting to listen to
the university quite as fast—because I've heard farmers say, "Well, that
doesn't make sense. Years ago they told us we would make better beans
if we kept our cows in and did all this out in the field and brought the
feed to them." It's too bad that we had to go through that step, but we
did because we believed their advice, and at that time, because the cows
were just standing in the barn or the barnyard, the pastures were get-
ting depleted and nobody understood rotational grazing. That was
some of the better economic advice at that time, but maybe then we
went another step too far. We didn't remember to keep the blend of the
two, and so the rural cropping has gotten to be too much the focus, and
a little out of hand . . . from the farming community all the way up
through the university system. The pendulum needs to swing back
some. I think there's a place for row crops There's places where it's
acceptable.
We keep talking about how important all the connections are, and
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yes, we can appreciate the work up there [at the university], but it's so
valuable for them to come out and see some of the people they're sup-
posed to be helping with that research. But they need to be out here,
once a year anyway. Something like that. But it's tough to get them to
realize that this may be as important, if not more important, than a
biologists' conference up in Toronto.
I was very pleased when we did the streamside grazing workshop
last year. We invited a lot of university people, both from Minnesota
and Wisconsin, as well as a number of legislative components. A lot of
them came. It was great! I was very glad they made the time to come,
and it was a lot of fun to show them some of what was going on here.
It was even more fun when they had an interest [ed] ear and had intel-
ligent and serious questions. That was really worthwhile. Even if we
gripe about the university systems, we need to remember they are
people too....
Even here, as far as the systems and the university, the Minnesota
Pollution Control Agency [MPCA], the Soil Conservation office go ...
new pollution control rules were going to be made, and we needed to
do something in our barnyard. Vance said, "Let's sign up for this and
get it done right. We can get it done with their blessing right away—
rather than do something and then have it wrong." It seemed like a
wise idea, but partway through, in the midst of it, we were thinking
that maybe we shouldn't have started, because when we signed up, we
were originally approved for forty thousand dollars' worth. They were
going to do one drainage tile out there, which we were not pleased
about. It was going to be for that—it was going to be for waterline, and
seeding of pastures, as well as some kind of manure management
around the barn area, all those components for that money. When
they did the ratings and comparison of other things, they only had so
much money—so ours got cut down twenty-six thousand dollars'
worth. We just figured we'd do what we can do.
At that time, we had 130 or 140 cows. That told MPCA, in their
computer program, that we're dealing with this much manure in our
yard. They were programmed for people who kept their cows confined
to the barn or a dirt exercise lot right next to it. They took no account
of grazers at all, had no computer programs for that, so that meant we
had to come up with this kind of manure management system, even
though we had only 25 percent of that. So, four years later, they had
learned enough, there was enough attitude change, they said, "OK, if
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you're a grazer, we understand—you don't have that much manure—
we don't need to do that much here." So they did change that.
Originally, what we were hoping to do was some kind of picket
dam. There was grass stuff, so that would filter out the liquids, and
with the picket dam, we were going to scrape the solids and do the
haul whenever we needed to. With that kind of manure that they said
we had, that would not be acceptable, so they got into some other
plans—a number of scenarios. One plan with the manure system
alone was going to be forty thousand dollars. And the rain gutters we
had to put on the building to keep the clean water out of the dirty
water. The rain gutter thing was going to be eight thousand to eleven
thousand dollars, because they had to be commercial. We still ended
up with a tremendously expensive plan. I think it's working, and what
we ended up with is fine. We abandoned one feedlot. Rather than do
rain gutter stuff, we put up a roof structure; we extended our drive-by
feeding. It still ended up being too expensive.
"But that's a case of you educating the agencies and the university
instead of their helping you learn things" I protest. "Thank God they're
willing to learn. Nevertheless, youd like to think you could call them up
and they would come down and help you instead of your having to help
them figure things out."
If we could educate the public enough to make them understand,
when they accept huge monies from Cargill, it may look like it's saving
the university money, but in the long run, where is Cargill getting the
money from? The taxpayers. It would still make more sense to not take
Cargill's funding, even if you have to raise taxes a little bit. It would
still be a better future. And people would be more willing to pay those
taxes if they got some real service instead of lip service. Maybe they
could understand that we are actually thinking more about long-term
effects on the rural community, and not just next year's dollar. So how
do we help you tell the story so you can do that?
"One of the reasons I was interested in this, and the board and I talked
about it quite a bit, is that I happen to be a real believer in the power of
stories. So part of the thing that gnaws on me is whether or not I can tell
this story in a way that really would have some effect on folks."
So they understand we're real people and they don't remember us
only when we're in a crisis.
"The other thing is, we really want to tell this story in cities. They need
to hear it as much as anybody else"
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As well as the schools—and don't forget the colleges. Sometimes
they will listen.
We leave the house, go down to a four-wheeler waiting in the lane, and
mount up. Bonnie drives and I perch on the back. We are embedded in
engine noise as we bump downhill, a bit past the barn, and then head up
the edge of the pasture, away from the buildings and the field that Vance
showed me earlier. The rain begins almost immediately, hard, steady, al-
most straight down on this so far windless day.
Up there are the milk cows. (Bonnie twists and points back.) The
north line is just in front of those trees. You can see the buildings are
kind of centrally located.
At the top of the knoll, we stop and Bonnie cuts the engine.
This is where our cows are wintered. They come back here because
they can get out of the wind. This is what we call our upper winter
paddock. Those trees are what you see from down by the road.... So
in the wintertime, the cows can get around that point of the woods,
and be out of the wind. This wasn't grazed at all this spring; this is just
what grew up. Ill have the cows graze through most of it, and then
we'll clip it.
See those two fields that look like triangles? They're ours. And if
you imagine that square of woods in between the triangles—that
would be ours. And then there's a dam in between the triangles.
We swing around and head back down. We stop for a bit at the cluster
of buildings, pulling into the barn. We are both soaked through, and the
rain bangs down on the roof with steely pings. The big barn doors are
open. Outside, the rain hits the ground in silver streaks, the drops bounc-
ing high, tiny explosions like bombs cratering the puddles.
This is our barn. Some days it's cleaner, some days it's dirtier. That
first winter, we took the stanchions out. Originally we were going to
do a flat-barn parlor—eight stations. At that time, Swiss Valley had a
program where they would help you finance the bulk tank and the
milk equipment, and as long as it met their specifications, they'd give
us a really good interest rate. By doing that, it gave us a little extra
money, and we decided to put the pit parlor in right away. You can see
the design; the holding parlor's in the back.
The last couple of weeks, it's been kind of funny. There have been
different cows being the lead cows. Though they come up all right, the
first couple of times they do, they're always a bit slower—it slows
things down. Most of the time, they come in fine.
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The first couple of years we milked without grain in here, and then
we added the grain system. That was a good thing, because without it
in here, we would feed out in these other bunks. At that time, they
didn't all fit around one bunk. That meant partway through milking,
you had to shift cows from going out that door to going out this door.
And then you either had to deal with putting a little grain out every
time, or, if you were going to put more than one feeding in the bunk,
you'd run a wire around after a certain number of minutes to make
sure nobody ate too much grain, because they can die from that. Those
years we had Amish labor. They would milk, but they couldn't drive
anything mechanical and we have no horses, so that meant if I was
going to be gone, I had to make sure I juggled dealing with grain, as
well as whatever else. By putting the grain in here instead, it cost us
$5,100, but it was well worth it as far as labor savings.
This farm had two Harveststores [blue silos], and then we bought
these bins. See that one pipe sticking out? That's where the slurry store
was. So when we bought the farm, there was just the pad for it. That's
why, now, our barn water goes down just by gravity flow. This roof
stretch is new to us, just put up less than a year ago. That's part of the
EQIP program [Environmental Quality Incentive Program], keeping
clean water away from the dirty water and dirty water away from the
clean water. I think that's really been a good thing for us.
Our plan is to calve seasonal because I like that the best . . . [even
though,] economically, that's not the best way to go in the short term. I
think it will be in the long run. In the short term, I think the most eco-
nomic sense, probably, would be spring calving, fall calving. I think it
makes good sense because I don't have the buildings and I don't want to
have cattle inside all the time. But I don't want to freshen them in the
cold winter months (cows freshen when they begin to lactate after calv-
ing). I've also had some freshen in the summer months, and I find I
don't do well with those cattle that freshen from the end of June through
July and early August. I don't know if it's because of the grass or because
I'm tired from freshening in the spring—what it is—but I seldom do
well with anything that freshens in those months. And I certainly don't
like freshening in the winter. The cows stay out most of the time.
The older building—beyond this new one—when we moved here
was four feet shorter, so Vance came up with a plan whereby we cut it
in half and he raised it up four feet. Now we can get the tractor in.
What we do is, on the worst days, which is usually the wind, or if it's
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icy, we'll give them a choice of staying in or going out. When it's really
cold, as long as it's not windy, they'll go out. They would rather go
back outside And they have the trees over there.
So our cows are outside except on the worst days. Occasionally, if we
have a blizzard coming in, I might lock them in ... just because I don't
want to battle the drifts in the dark the next morning. I do get my four-
wheeler hung up in the snow occasionally, but not too often. The heif-
ers and dry cows are always out; they don't come in. I think they stay
cleaner, even through freshening, when the cows freshen in the spring.
I like for them to freshen outside.... If it's too muddy and I know one
is getting close, I might bring her closer up, but depending on how I'm
doing with the grass paddocks, I may have a number of different
groups. I may have my milking group—probably two milking groups—
and then I might have another group that looks like they're really close
to freshening. If I can, I will keep them in an area that's closer to the
building, just because I check on them a lot more often. I also run them
through the barn after the main milk herd, at least once a day, so I can
look at them. If it's heifers, they get used to coming through. They get
used to the noise. I don't very often have anybody freshen in the other
group that's farther out—where it might be, depending which field,
that may or may not be a little muddier. If I can freshen them on the
grass, I like that so much better than being stuck in the building, but if
it gets too wet or too cold and windy, like March can be sometimes, I
might have those close-ups in for a little bit. It just depends on how
many are in the group and what the weather is
One of the things I've noticed about grazing is that pasture is so
much healthier for the cows, not only when the grazing is good but
during heat stress and drought as well. When it's really cold out, di-
gesting hay heats cows up. So when it's really hot and droughty, I've
found that it's more comfortable for cows to be on pasture instead of
hay. If it's hot and the cows are fed on hay, they begin to pant. So that's
another reason to keep them out. I have a friend who says that, in nor-
mal weather, when her horses are on pasture, they come to the stock
tank for water three times a day. When it's hot and they're on hay,
they're at the tank all day.
"So it's judgment calls all the time!'
Yes. Vance gets really frustrated: "Why do we do things different all
the time?" I don't try to be difficult, but I may be planning on doing
this, and this week "this" works. But if next week, the cattle numbers
in the different groups have shifted, then all of a sudden it makes sense
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to do it this other way. I can't blame him for being frustrated; he has a
valid gripe. (Bonnie begins to laugh. She has an infectious laugh, and I
cant help but join in.} But that's just the way it is (right through her
laughter). He'll just have to live with it.
With all this work here last year, I really appreciated the EQIP
program.
"Tell me more about that!'
We did get cost sharing from both state and federal, but the EQIP is
with the federal, the NRCS [Natural Resources Conservation Service]
office. They cost-shared different amounts for different practices. This
particular place they cost-shared at 75 percent. So I'm one of the peo-
ple that benefited from the program, but it was because of our inter-
mittent stream at the bottom here, which is mostly a dry run most o
the time. (Here her voice takes on a sing-song lilt, as if she is reciting an
"I have been bad, but I promise not to do it again' speech for the teacher.}
I will not be polluting the waters of the state, because we have all this
wonderful stuff here—not just the grass but that huge slurry thing
that takes care of the wash water from the barn. (She grins broadly.}
Even though I complain about the Minnesota Pollution Control
Agency, or any pollution control agency, that's only when you get the
people that deal with only the book smarts and not the practicality.
I'm also very appreciative that our area has gotten some of these poli-
cies and laws in place because, let's face it, not all farmers are conscien-
tious, and we do need to be able to put our hooks into some of those
practices and pull them out.
Bonnie interrupts her thought to point out a cat, black and white,
slinking like a hunter in the wet grass. They also have two black and
white dogs, border collies that delight in chasing the four-wheeler as we
drive, barking at the top of their lungs.
They do help me with the cows too, you know. (Bonnie laughs.
Haugens milk Holsteins.} Everything on the place has to match. (Bon-
nie laughs again, then returns to her earlier thought.}
That doesn't mean that it's fun or easy, but I do think we need to do
that. And I also think there are some cases where even the best of
farmers, when they do those big expansions and have those huge la-
goons and huge pits, even the best farmers can end up causing prob-
lems, just because the manure containment system has problems. So
I'm glad there are policies and laws in place—even though I've grum-
bled about them.
When we bottle-fed our calves a couple years ago, we did make little
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pens in there. We did barrel-feed them too, for a couple of years. I
think those first heifer calves that we raised, we raised on straight milk.
. . . They always seemed more solid and vigorous than the milk re-
placer. I think because of the Johne's [a wasting disease that can infect
cows, pronounced "yo-nees"], we'll stick with the replacer
This is the first year we've had corn down here (pointing to another
small field). When this was farmed before, the normal field came clear
down here to the bottom of the hill, so this is one hill that had the heck
farmed out of it It obviously didn't grow very good grass either. So
then a few falls, I'd have the dry cows and heifers, or I had some steers
out there, and we'd feed them—roll the bales down the hill—and keep
them out here as long as we could, depending on how the winter got
to be. Then the next spring, it looked so much better. Last summer, a
year ago June, in one forty-eight-hour period, the cows produced over
seven thousand pounds of milk off of there. They produced more be-
cause they were out there for more than forty-eight hours, and they
had a little bit of silage and a little bit of grain, but they got the bulk of
their feed from that hillside, which wouldn't have produced anything
for a few other people, you know.
Beyond the corn, you see the dirt road? That's the front of the dam
that holds water.
"So Vance said you run your paddocks on the contour"
Yes. Yep, yep. Each high-tensile wire strip is about 150 yards wide,
and then we subdivide it with the poly wires, of course. You can see
those fence posts That wire was higher, but... we happened to put
the lane not far from where the water naturally ran, and we didn't real-
ize that the first couple of years, but we had a lot of erosion on the
lane, to the extent that we decided we'd move the lane. So there's an
old one over there, and I'm working on this new one here. Now we've
got to get rocks. (Bonnie laughs ruefully.) So we too can be dumb!
At the end of this valley is where I was saying that I think a lot of
stuff had been washed down there—we had a hard time getting that to
grow much of anything.
It looks pretty good now.
Yeah, in fact, we had reed canary [a grass species with a root system
that makes it especially valuable for holding water in steep country]
that started this year, and it is doing much better.
On hot summer days, I will send the cows up to wherever they need
to be, and then, at a certain time of the day, or depending on tempera-
tures or whatever,... let them down. We have bigger paddocks from
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where you see the trees start down to the end of the valley, so the cows
have plenty of shade. We rotate through them as need be. We have
shade available when they need it.
We have a musk thistle problem, and it certainly has increased in
the last couple of years, so we try to do a little spraying and a little
clipping—and we do a lot of sputtering. Let's go up the hill
The rain has let up, so Bonnie cranks up the four-wheeler and we start
out for the pasture where the cows are. Fifty yards from the barn, the rain
starts again. Harder. We pass a little swale where the grass is deep.
I scared up some baby pheasants here last night.
We move higher and stop at the hilltop near the cows. From here we
have a panoramic view of the farm. Thunder rolls and echoes all around.
The rain picks up again, lightning punctuates the gray sky, and across the
fields, all the farm buildings are ghostly shadows behind the scrim of
rain.
Talking about karst geology, see that different grass there, where
that little dip is? There's a spring area there. Around on this hill, there's
a spring area where, years ago, some farmer must have decided to ac-
cess the water, because there's an old tank and piping there. Straight
across the hill in that area—where we often have our calves—I told
you there was wild rice in there, there's a spring box up there. Farther
along there, remember where the reed canary was, just below the corn?
There's a patch of trees we call the willows. That's very springy in there.
What we see is all about the same level, a few dips in there, and right
behind the house we have more springs.
"Youre essentially talking about the same level of rock, bedrock,
though"
It seems that way. The long-term plan is to figure out how exactly
to develop some of these springs for natural water in here.
"That would help, wouldn't it?"
Not only would it be less demand on the well, but you'd have varia-
tion in the length of time of the year when you could have cattle out
here. You can see, between the valley and up there, that's an area that
wouldn't have been farmed with any kind of row crops. Part of it was,
but not all of it, otherwise there wouldn't have been trees on that hill-
side. But there, too, I have fed animals there, usually in the fall—either
early spring or late fall of the year. I'm working hard at getting the
fertility up. That's one of the things we do talk about. Until we get
more organic matter in this soil, it's not going to be good, productive.
.. . We'll see. Now you can see a little more of that hillside.
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Bonnie fires up the vehicle again and we lurch off, the four-wheeler
slewing on the wet grass. "When I think about what that must have
looked like just ten or fifteen years ago, that's pretty impressive!"
It's good for me to be reminded how tough it was to get started in
the first place. We want this to have more legumes in it.
We reach a low spot, the "intermittent creek"
Now you know it's been dry this year. If it had been even average
wet, there might be a little trickle running through here.
We swing around a tight corner in the lane and pull up where we can
see long rows of hay wrapped in white plastic wrap. This is new technol-
ogy since I knew anything about farming, but I have seen it in many
places. I ask if the plastic is a pain to use; I have an image of some ma-
chine stuffing hay into a white plastic sleeve, the way a sausage maker fills
sausage.
No, we have a machine that just wraps it and wraps it. Some friends
use bags, like stuffing sausage, yes, but you have to have a pretty clear
idea of exactly how much hay you're going to have; otherwise you fill
one half full, hit the end of the hay, and waste all the rest of the sleeve.
So we decided to wrap. Wrapping has worked out pretty good for us,
and we find the cows waste less of a bale of baleage. Even a big round
bale like that, there's still going to be waste. I suppose if you put the
pencil to it, the question is, Do you do the round bales and pay for a
building—so you don't have to worry about losing waste there—as
opposed to the plastic? However, it's much easier to get the baleage up,
because when you're baling, you don't need the hay as dry. So, in the
spring and early summer, when it often rains more, you don't need it
as dry to put it up. I think we're going to waste less of the feedstuff. In
the long run, we're going to waste less using baleage over trying to get
dry hay, and [we'll have] better quality with the baleage rather than
trying to get your dry hay.
We've pretty much seen the farm. I mention that Vance had said he
thought one or two of the kids were interested in pursuing farming.
One of the things, a couple of years ago when I was having a really
hard time personally, and things would get frustrating on the farm,
and I was getting more and more fascinated with more and more
things, I talked to the kids and I said, "You're working too hard too,
aren't you? Maybe we should just sell the whole thing." And they would
just come and they would say, "Mom, settle down. Settle down. We're
OK, we're not working too hard. We don't want you to do this. We
know you won't be happy without your cows, just settle down." In-
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deed, while two of them were in high school and one of them in grade
school, all three of them would come and say that, and I think that if
we do work too hard here sometimes, and we do, we've got to be doing
something right, because all three of those kids have that interest in
working and doing things on the farm—not every day, of course, be-
cause they're kids—and each one of them has some interest in doing
some kind of farming afterwards. They're young enough that we don't
know what their future will be, of course, but I think just the idea that
they weren't really anxious to get out of here and never come back [is
a good sign, since] there are some dairy farms where the kids just can't
wait to get out of there.
I think about how satisfying that recognition must be to a parent, but I
also compare it to the indicator of success many folks would look for—
how wealthy their children were getting. I look again at Bonnie. She is
soaked through, her short hair plastered down and water dripping into
her eyes, off her nose and chin. She drives down the lane, parks the four-
wheeler in the barn, dismounts, begins to wipe it down. Watching her, I
remember cowboys I knew in Montana who always took care of their
horses before they took care of themselves, and who knew their cows and
their country better than I know my backyard.
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CHAPTER 4
Farming Is a Spiritual
Responsibility
MIKE RUPPRECHT
It's April, but you couldn't tell that from the weather. This year, it is still
winter. I drive through the milky translucence of a winter day with snow
falling onto the snow on the roofs of barns, falling onto the snow on the
trees and on the ground, turning the whole landscape into a pale, mostly
white, minimalist painting. Maybe the artist today wanted to paint light
but didn't want to overdo it, or perhaps just ran out of color.
I am headed for Earth Be Glad Farm near Lewiston, Minnesota, to
talk with Mike Rupprecht, a beef grower who also raises chickens. Mike
comes out as I pull in to park behind the house. Mike is tall and slender
with a quiet demeanor. The Rupprechts are a close family, and it won't
cause a squabble if I tell you that his sister told me, "Mike is pretty quiet,
a man of few words." We shake hands and go in to sit at the kitchen table
to talk and sip tea. When I ask Mike about the future of agriculture, he
responds simply.
I think we're doomed.
End of comment. I think for a moment the interview is over, that I
should say thanks and leave. Mike's remark is stark enough, but when
pressed, his reasons for that statement are pretty clear too. They are both
social and environmental.
The key is going to be the consumers, and now the public is brain-
washed by corporations I don't know how this earth will survive.
We have been so hard on it. We cannot go on like this. Mother Nature
always bats last.
Mike is a rotational grazer, which means his land, like the Haugens', is
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fenced off in paddocks, and he allows the cattle to graze each one inten-
sively; then he moves them into another paddock. On Mike's rotation,
paddocks get a rest for thirty to forty days, till the grass comes back, and
then they are grazed again. Mike has mapped out his whole system and
has arranged it so his cattle can get to water no matter which paddock
they occupy. His hay and pasture hold the rain with the least possible
runoff.
I'm the fifth generation in this area. My great-great-grandfather,
Wilhelm Rupprecht, came from Germany and built a water-powered
mill for lumber and wheat. Ever since I was a kid, it's been fascinating
for me to go down there. I love to go down there and just think about
things, think about the history of this land. But bad farming resulted
in flooding and finally closed the mill. You can read about it in Pio-
neers Forever, a book by Marvin Simon.
It's true that Mike speaks softly. Perhaps because he is very thoughtful,
his sentences tend to be short. But he looks me directly in the eye, and there
is both power and passion in his quiet demeanor. He clearly cares, not just
about this place but about agriculture, and ultimately about the whole
earth, and the world we are leaving for our children and grandchildren.
It was a crime to let the topsoil erode. We're not going to go on
very long if our soils are depleted. That's why I have so much pasture
on my farm. We raise Angus beef. Also chickens; we have eighty lay-
ing hens. The whole key is that they need to be on grass. What's kill-
ing us isn't beef; it's the cholesterol from all the hydrogenated oily
foods, and the sugar.
Mike asserts that profit is not his primary goal.
We have 160 acres, and we rent a hundred or so from Mom. We
want to prove it can be done—that you can make a good living on a
small farm. And not just that we can do it, but that others can too....
It has to work for more than just us. I only think about economics on
this farm from the standpoint of making a living. We have to make a
living or we'll lose the place. But I don't make all my decisions on the
basis of money. If I had to do that, I wouldn't farm.
The land here is continuing to improve. We use no chemicals, little
fuel, no till on our pastures, and reseed. Nature is telling us it's right
too—the songbirds are back. Now we are certified organic.
Despite that good news, Mike worries that his efforts, and those of his
colleagues who follow similar good practices, may not be enough. He be-
lieves not enough folks care, not enough follow good practice, not enough
really think about what they are doing to the land, the water, the future.
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Mike and his family attend church regularly, he tells me, but he adds
that he doesn't hear much in church about stewardship of the earth or
taking care of God's gifts to us. It is not a common topic of conversation
among other farmers in the congregation. Nevertheless, that church tie
lends a spiritual dimension to his farming.
Knowing what happened to this valley, another part of this is a
spiritual responsibility to take care of this gift that we have been given.
I don't know exactly where it came from, but I know it's in my heart
now. I can't change what's happening in the rest of the world, but I can
control this farm. The message we all got, the message the European
settlers all got, was dominion over the earth; conquer the wilds. Actu-
ally, we killed the Indians; we wanted their lands even though they
were much better stewards than we. So it's more spiritual [for them];
they lived with nature very well. The message I like to get out of scrip-
ture, and you have to get back to the original texts, is that we are sup-
posed to be stewards, take care of the earth. It only makes sense. I
mean, don't we want to have a nice place for our children and grand-
children? Why should we be the last ones to use up the topsoil or the
fossil fuel? What do we expect our grandchildren to live on? But I'm in
the minority on that understanding within our churches. I mean, they
probably understand it, but they don't place the importance on it.
There's more importance placed on salvation and the Easter story.
Someday we'll probably live on a perfect earth. To me, that would be
heaven, you know? But there's more to it than just saying, "Believe in
Jesus and you will be saved." Well, I need to do the best I can at what-
ever I'm responsible for in daily life and what needs to be pursued, and
so spiritual life and sustainability, it's all connected for me.
"One thing that impresses me" I say, "is that the Old Testament
prophets are very clear about what happens if the Israelites dont do right
by their moral code. They said two things would happen: One is that God
would send the Ammonites or the Philistines or somebody with a big
sword, and they would cut everybody to pieces. The language is very
graphic about that. The other thing was that God would turn this beauti-
ful land into a desert where nothing would grow and everyone would
starve."
So he'll turn the whole place into a desert as punishment? Or does
God wish we wouldn't be screwing it up so bad and we would have
kept it as a promised land, a land flowing with milk and honey? I think
that part of this whole scriptural thing or biblical thing is that people
are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, therefore we're
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not going to be here forever anyway. It doesn't say anything about
"OK, what about our children (laughing) and grandchildren?" We
don't know how long it's going to go on. So I know that's the view: just
make sure everybody's heard the message about Jesus, and don't care
about the earth. But the care of the earth is actually the care of hu-
mankind. So we need to care about our food system. So much of our
health comes through our nutrition system. I was talking to a cus-
tomer of ours in Rochester last week. I asked her, "Don't these doctors
get this? Don't they want to eat healthy food, free of pesticides or that
doesn't have drugs in it?" She said, "No, they think the answer's in the
next new pill." I think she's right.
As I am backing the car out to leave Mike and Jennifer's place, Ralph
Lentz's words echo in my head like a litany of praise: "On the good side,
Gary, you can see it. There are a lot of farmers in this area who care. You
can see it." Thinking about what I've heard from Mike, I'd have to say
he's one who cares, and because I've had an opportunity to visit with
others of the region's farmers, I know that Ralph is right: there are a lot
of people who care.
63
CHAPTER 5
Timelines
RON SCHERBRING
The blufflands just north and west of Winona, Minnesota, rise above the
Mississippi in steep hills. A few miles inland, the country is barely begin-
ning to ease up a bit, has not yet relaxed into the rolling hills that appear
just a few miles farther west.
Rollingstone is nestled in these steep, July-green hills so typical of
karst topography. This town of about seven hundred has an impressive
museum, a handsome high-spired church with carefully trimmed lawns,
and a very neatly kept public park, complete with an immaculately
groomed baseball diamond. The morning I was there, though they had
built it, no one had yet come. The housing off Main Street is equally well
kept and nicely painted. About half the buildings on Main Street, a block
long, are brick, and they add an air of permanence, a dimension of char-
acter to the town, as if to say it was built to last despite the precarious
terrain around it.
I'm early for my meeting with Ron Scherbring, so I go into Bonnie
Rae's, the town's only cafe, and have some coffee. The menu sports an
array of hamburgers (one-quarter to one-half pound), cheeseburgers,
and diverse other sandwiches. Dinners range from $6.25 to $6.95, de-
pending on whether you get three pieces of fish, hamburger steak, chick-
en strips, an eight-ounce New York strip, a six-ounce rib eye, or
batter-fried shrimp. You can also get a side of "cheese bombs" for $2.95.
A sign posted near the icebox announces, "Desserts are Homemade."
Today's desserts are cookies, "fresh homemade pie"—apple and banana
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cream—and Snickers cheesecake. I'm happy to settle in here; it's my kind
of place, and I'm comfortable here. Though everyone who comes in takes
a second, quizzical look at the stranger, no one pays any further attention.
They don't seem to mind my just waiting, reading, making notes, drink-
ing coffee. I am a chain drinker, and the waitress is attentive.
I recognize Ron when he comes in, though I've never seen him be-
fore. He has an air of authority about him, one I expected from our
phone conversations and because it fits his role as president of the South-
east Minnesota Ag Alliance. He's also the only guy who's come in looking
as if he's looking for someone. Ron is a regular here in Bonnie Rae's.
Everyone in Rollingstone is a regular at Bonnie Rae's. Ron introduces me
to Dave Wardwell, the owner and the man behind the cash register. Bon-
nie Wardwell works the tables and is the one being generous with the
coffee. Both serve as "chief cook and bottle washer," depending on the
traffic, each doing whatever is necessary to keep things moving. Ron asks
Dave if we can sit someplace quiet, and he seats us in another room, one
we have all to ourselves.
We settle in over coffee, and I tell Ron what I'm up to—trying to tell
the farm story of southeast Minnesota and beyond, not writing yet, but
interviewing a variety of farmers, faculty, and extension agents, trying to
educate myself. He listens carefully, then begins.
One of the things I've been doing lately is really looking back. I love
timelines. When I look back at a timeline, I have a better sense of
what's happening today. I was taught, but also believe, that history is
the best lesson.
In one regard, Ron's historical view echoes H. C. Hinrichs's: the im-
portance of the shift that took place in the early fifties. He offers a brief
synopsis of our agricultural history.
We all talk about the thirties era, when we had the Depression, and
we talk about the forties, when the war was taking place. And then we
lose track of it and we jump over to the seventies. The fifties were re-
ally the transformation age, where we really lost the horses in agricul-
tural power. We did have some tractors before that, but we really
separated ourselves then. By the end of the fifties and early sixties, we
pretty much went from horsepower to tractor power.
That midcentury point marked a kind of watershed in Hinrichis
view, and it does in Ron's as well.
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There was a group of people that really began to know what they
could do when they moved from one setting to the other setting in
tractor power. So we started out with fifty or sixty horse tractors in the
early sixties, and we ended up with 160 horsepower A lot of those
people really fell in love and embraced a concept that we could be a
production era. Not everyone bought into the newer systems. It was
really hard for some to change.
Perhaps the real change in the last half of the twentieth century lay not
in technology, important as that was, or in the sociology of farming, but
in the mind-set of farmers.
To me, two kinds of farmers emerged. We went through the farm
crisis. In my opinion, when I'd look and talk to a lot of the people that
I work with, there are two types of farmers. There were farmers who
really held fast and hard to the traditional way of farming and think-
ing. We were beginning to be told in the early eighties and by the nine-
ties that we were businesspeople, we were businessmen and -women
involved in production of some sort. There's a group of people that
really embrace that, but very quietly. They embrace the fact that, yes,
they needed to learn business skills and they needed to do those things
that were not quite traditional.
"And the second kind" I prompt. "What about the ones who decided
they didnt need to be businesspeople?"
Well, they more or less just probably didn't . . . think that change
was necessary. I think there are a lot more in business. I think some of
them have even modified somewhere in between. They'll do some
business tactics, but it has its limitations. That has really helped me
understand who's involved, who would make good colleagues. Some
of the folks I work with, and that are the most fun, are the ones who
say, "Yeah, it's OK to change, we can do things different."
Ron was one of those who embraced the idea that agriculture is a busi-
ness. He did not reject the idea that farming is a way of life, but he recog-
nized that it had to become more business oriented if current practitioners
were to survive. Farmers in an Experiment meeting in Lanesboro.in 2002
agreed. When one urban participant suggested that farming was a "way
of life," all the farmers nodded in accord, but their response was deeply
qualified: "Well, yes... but it sure is a business too"
One of the things that my brother experienced was getting out of
agriculture because it wasn't profitable. He knew that in the hog busi-
ness, he was going to compete with larger and larger hog operations.
He didn't think his skills were there ... but to admit that in an agricul-
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tural setting was terrible. Now, if he was running a printing business
and wanted to get into selling shoes or something else, yeah, great.
Nobody would care. So we have this stigma that would instill people
to be quite quiet. So I think that's where the real difference is in differ-
ent philosophies in agriculture.
Ron took considerable pleasure in the shift. He seems to enjoy the chal-
lenge of figuring out how to make the farm pay, and he makes it clear that
he thinks the future lies in farming as a very serious, growing business.
There is a kind of exuberance in his words.
The nineties were, to me, a fun period of time because we could
take those business philosophies, those business principles, and apply
technology to them. I did not believe that in one point in time, I would
own a laptop computer. My business thoughts throughout the day
and week and months would be a mixture of what I wanted and be-
lieved to do, along with what my computer said was right and feasible
to do. That takes place now on a regular basis. It took, for a lot of
people, basically the nineties to get through that and figure it out and
embrace it. We're still working on that.
So I think ... it gives you a background how everything ... kind of
fits into place, as we think about it. I think the industry is challenging.
I love the agricultural industry. I think it's the most exciting place any-
one can be. And one of the reasons is there is so much uncharted ter-
ritory out there that we need to really come to grips with, and not so
much from a philosophical standpoint, but a real standpoint. Is a larg-
er farm contaminating the earth and the world? Is profit bad in agri-
culture? Is profit the only thing we should embrace in agriculture? Of
course, you have both ends of the spectrum. The environment... it's
just tremendous, the effect that we will have and leave in the environ-
ment. And it's constantly changing. You can write those environmen-
tal regs, and then new concepts and ideas come out and you have to
rewrite them. Not only rewrite them, but then reeducate the mass of
the people to embrace them.
Ron is among the many farmers I've met in Minnesota who not only
farm but work hard for their community too.
I think everyone has a tremendous amount of responsibility, not
only to themselves and to their operations, but again to the commu-
nity and to society, to embrace a system that does work and that they're
comfortable living with, because you have to live with yourself. But I
think people like yourself talking about these stories and telling about
things, it's . . . essential to do. I don't think we're going to get very far
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by pointing fingers or with a dialogue that is really negative. We don't
have the luxury of society participating in that kind of work. Although
that's the one that always gets the media attention and it's easiest to
write, I'm really kind of against that kind of stuff.
"I'm glad to hear you say that" I tell Ron, trying to explain my role
(and understand it myself) in this farm story project. I'm glad to hear it
because part of my job is to tell as comprehensive and accurate a story as
possible, so I really need to talk to commodity growers and agribusiness
farmers as well as sustainable folks and organic farmers. And one of the
things that strikes me about the small farms that are still making it is
that, whether or not it is business that's driving them, their undertaking
is as entrepreneurial as one can imagine. "I mean," I say to Ron, "they're
just scrambling to find markets, to find transportation. . . . I like that
distinction between the folks who say it's all right to change" I have yet to
meet somebody who doesn't have his or her own personal twist on how to
make a farm work. "Everybody is doing something just a little bit differ-
ent, and some of it is really exciting! One of the reasons I love this project
is that I think there are some stories from farms in the region that are
appropriate for the whole country."
That's absolutely correct.
/ talked with Dick Levins, an ag economist at the University of Min-
nesota. He said, "One of the things that farmers need is for folks to like
farmers again. I can write all the ag stuff I want, but it's always going to
be technical, and it's always going to be dry. We have to figure out some
way to put some heart into the farm story." I tell this to Ron. "I can't do
these stories and not like the people who are telling them, whether you
agree with them or not." Ron picks up on that.
You know, that is powerful, and I agree with it, both Levins and
you. My wife comes from Chicago, so she does not have a major back-
ground in agriculture. Her grandmother did. And it was interesting as
we developed our courtship and she got introduced to agriculture. She
would go back to Chicago—she was in college here in Winona at St.
Teresa's—and talk about her boyfriend and that he was in farming,
and the comments that were made toward agriculture were basically
somewhat negative. . . . They weren't the warm-feeling "oh, that's a
wonderful career." They were very negative. And rightfully so. I think
it's partly because of history. When people left the farm in the past,
they did it under severely, very, very hardship circumstances.
"So people hung on too long and they suffered for it."
Yes, that was the way of life. It was a basic primal instinct to be able
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to raise your own food and raise your own cattle and do that, and if
you failed at the basic job of sustaining life, what did that say about
you? So, yeah, they did hang on too long. Either that or they worked
too hard and had strokes or heart attacks. So when people left the
farm, it was quite tragic, in most cases. And they just plain didn't like
the work. The work was hard and long. Even today, that is what most
people believe agriculture is all about. The challenging thing is, there's
a bunch of us—we don't live that life. I don't live that life of hardship.
I did. But I made a choice, my life was not going to be tales of gloom
and doom and stuff like that. But agriculture has not been looked
upon as the occupation where that can be your first choice; it's usually
your last.
There are numerous farmer-organized associations throughout the
Midwest: the statewide Sustainable Farming Association, for instance,
with numerous regional offspring, and the Practical Farmers of Iowa. The
Land Stewardship Project has farmer members, as do the National Farm-
ers Union and the American Farm Bureau. The Southeast Minnesota Ag
Alliance seems unique. I ask Ron how the Ag Alliance came to be.
Well, [it] was formed when about eighty people got together. And
we basically sat around and talked about the idea. We were tired of
negativism. We were tired of everybody looking at the industry in
quite a negative way. We understood that there were so many different
types of agriculture. And they all should be positive. We didn't have an
issue with organic farming; we don't have an issue with small opera-
tions; we don't have issues with large farms, or whatever. We don't like
to think of them as "family farms"; we like to think of it as families
being able to operate agricultural entities. That's a little different, be-
cause with "family farm," you're basically referring to the land. We're
out to foster more than that, and to reduce stress on farmers.
Ron takes pride in his practical, reality-oriented approach to agricul-
ture. Nevertheless, he is eager to get right into principles and an underly-
ing philosophy, and he articulates them with an assurance that can come
only from long consideration and careful thought.
We did identify three things that we thought we needed to hold
pretty fast to. The first one is that agriculture is part of a business, not
a social event, not a government event. It should stay in private indus-
try and it should be on a solid business basis for its existence. One of
the things we need in business is that people need to be able to do the
essential things so that they can grow with their businesses. . . . Now
with modernization, you could be seventy and still want to actively
69
Farmers Talking about Farming
operate your farm, but maybe you want to make it so that a son or
daughter could even be part of agriculture too. So we want to grow.
We want a profit. We think people should not live like paupers. It's OK
to have some money; it's not a bad thing to make a few bucks. Now,
we're not saying that all farmers should just get choking rich and live
like corporate executives . . . especially lately! (Ron concludes with a
laugh.)
Though growth and technology are now readily sought and utilized,
Ron notes that there are other serious issues for farmers.
The other things that we in the Ag Alliance feel very strongly about
are that we need to be in tune with the environment. We need to save
soils; we need to talk openly about all of these things. We have recog-
nized there's just not one thing that's going to do it. Agriculture and
the industrial age are developed by many concepts, but really focus on
the facts, and the fact is we need to save the soil. We do not need to
pollute the streams. We think that with the technology that's out there
and with a little education, that when people on the farms spend that
money, whether it's cutting the trees up the stream bank and having
grass so erosion stops, whether it's somebody going through your
Farm Service office or [the Natural Resources] Conservation Service
and requesting their technical support in developing waterways or re-
stripping the farms, it's really essential that we talk about that and that
we work with that.
Ron likes the diversity of approaches to farming that are represented
in our area, though he and others feel some criticism of their operations
coming from farmers who take a different approach. I tell him part of my
purpose is to include everyone in this farm story—commodities, organ-
icSy sustainable farmers, large operators and small. Ron agrees with that
purpose.
In a later interview with Gene Speltz, a dairyman friend and neigh-
bor of Rons and another member of the Ag Alliance, I mention this ne-
cessity the Experiment feels. Gene replies, "You bet. We need everybody
—we need the whole range. I think that's one important thing that we
need to realize—we do need all these people, but we still all need to work
together. And I think that's where a little bit of conflict comes in. The or-
ganic says, 'You re not doing your job out here! Well, regulations say we
are. Everybody wants cheap food—and they're getting cheap food. We
have to put chemicals on to keep the weeds down, to keep the bugs out. If
we didnt do that, our corn would only be this high, and it would proba-
70
Timelines
bly take twice as many acres to feed our cows, which would pull away
from the selling of the crops and the food that feeds the country so well
Then maybe the price of food would just double.
"There's a balance there that they need to realize—we're trying to be
as efficient as we can. We want as little acres as we can to feed our cows,
which is normal, and that's what we're trying to do. We're going by regu-
lations—we can't go against them. We know it's better for us too. There's
no doubt. . . . But we've been efficient. . . . We've been doing real well
here," Gene concludes.
I ask Ron what the program of the Ag Alliance is.
Educating means providing our citizens with information. Some-
times we realize that some of the information that's provided out there
is slighted; it's not whole. And that is done so that somebody can get
across a particular viewpoint, or particular ideology—and that could
be political; it could be nonpolitical. But . . . see, the American public
is very sharp. If they get the whole story, once they get all of it, they can
decide who's farming up- and downhill, stuff like that. But we need to
tell the whole story—that yes, there's a place for all of us. So, out of
that, we said, "OK, how are we going to do this?" Well, we're going to
do it through education. And our main focus is taking those materials
that currently exist, putting them in a format so that the local people
that are in our local communities in southeast Minnesota can under-
stand the real facts. How much agriculture is leaving the area? You do
have a facts sheet. And it's from Winona County. This is where the
averages are; this is where it's done. When farmers tell other farmers
their story, they have a lot more validity. But it's just that we need
farmers to start talking. When I see two farmers at the local cafe or
filling station and they're talking about farm issues, I often wonder
why that conversation shouldn't be positive. And we're starting to see
where some of it is.
This is an area where Ron has something in common with Peggy
Thomas and Ralph Lentz, two farmers who align themselves with the
sustainable agriculture movement in Minnesota. Both Peggy and Ralph
are eager to describe the Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota
as a means of "talking farmer to farmer." Ralph explains that he means
that to be more inclusive. "If we only talk to sustainable farmers, where
are we? We're just talking to the choir. We need conventional farmers,
organic farmers, everybody." That's one reason both Peggy and Ralph
sponsor field days on their farms and work on field days with others. At
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these events, farmers show other farmers what they're doing and how,
sharing both information and ideas. Ron picks it up again.
We've worked with ag in the classroom. We have an educational
plan. We're trying to get farmers into the schools. We want to get rid
of some of those old images. If you don't have your bib overalls on, are
you a farmer or not? We just got done now with our fair. We had a
booth at a local fair.
My story would be that both of my sons, so far, have chosen not to
farm. . . . Those of us who are really into business . . . see and under-
stand what it takes to at least hold our own, meaning financially not be
going backwards, and what we have to physically do to challenge our-
selves so that we can stay there and grow and protect the environment.
You start to look at people like a good businessman when he starts
hiring people as employees for his business. He can talk to them for
five minutes and he'll know. I've had ten apply, and that one over
there—you know he's going to do it. Writers, or anyone, they have that
feel. There are not a lot of people yet, because we have moved so far
and so fast. And part of this is because of the speed.
Here Ron echoes Eric Freyfogle in The New Agrarianism.
It's just the whole society, conceptually, hasn't been able to deal
with it. Education systems—you can talk to anybody at the university,
and they will tell you how fast their research has moved away.... That
used to not be the case. But we've diversified to move that fast. My two
sons, one graduated from Gustavus [Gustavus Adolphus College]; he
graduated with a degree in physics, had a desire through school to
work in astrophysics. He's now decided to work for HBCI [Hiawatha
Broadband Communications]. He has a love for computers. He's
greatly involved in Internet communications. He has a great job. My
youngest one is in the theater. He loves to put on plays—to do the
sound and lighting and all those kind of things. He goes to St. Mary's
[St. Mary's University of Minnesota]. They just looked at farming as a
very active, intensive business. For my wife and I, farming's just some-
thing we get off on. We really enjoy it.
C7 like what you said about keeping the soil, because if we're not doing
that, we're like a businessperson who's not keeping up the inventory. Soil
is where it all starts, regardless of the kind of farming you're going to do.
If you can't grow stuff anymore, you can't keep the farm."
Well, there's no need for soil to fill up our permanent wetlands, or
for our soils to be filling up our riverbeds. That's just flat-out not ac-
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ceptable. I don't think we need to do it at the expense of cropping. For
example, in my operation, we live in a very hilly part, just four miles
out of town here. And my dad was a big believer in conservation since
the later fifties, starting with soil and water conservation. We contin-
ued to ... work with that, but actually, my work, since Dad's conserva-
tion efforts, it was pretty much done, and I was merely involved in the
manure management side of it. But with the latest technologies, we
will not plow our hay ground up in the fall, we'll spray it with Round-
up. If we're going to reduce tillage, we're just going to do it. On the
hillsides, we'll put the alfalfa, the clover, back into it the following year.
So we have a one-year rotation, instead of a two-year
We even use the weeds and the grasses to control soils. You can
work with those kind of programs, and still expect 150 bushel yield,
not put every chemical on it. We just use a simple chemical called
Roundup. That may be controversial, maybe not. You just spray once.
If you do it right and time it right, and do whatever tillage you need,
use lots of organic fertilizer . . . Not only the cattle we have, but they
spread it all over the land, and we even give some of it away to neigh-
bors. And they begin to realize the value of that.
"Do you raise dairy cows or beef?"
Actually, it's dairy heifers. What we do is Scherbring Heifer Hotels,
that's the name of our business. We were in the dairy business. I start-
ed in 1972, and in 1992, [I had] the accident—I was injured by a herd
bull After I had one surgery, and another one transpired after that,
. . . we made it a point, basically, to see if we could find something to
do that was less strenuous, less stressful. That would be great. So my
wife got a job in town, and we started raising dairy steers and a few
heifers for some local folks. Then we started getting more involved
with the heifers because the business for the heifers grew. So, in 1993-
1994, we started building facilities to house heifers. We actually kind
of hung our shingle out. We got rid of the dairy steers and we just
started raising all heifers. We raise baby calves for eighteen other dairy
farms right now.
"How long do you keep them?"
Well, we'll keep them all the way to pre-calving. Most of the animals
are for six months, and then they usually will move on back to the
farms or to other growers or to work into our other growing systems.
. . . Most of them are Holsteins. There're some crossbreeds in there.
Some dairy farms are starting to work with a little more crossbred.
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"That's interesting to me, because my grandfather had Guernseys and
Jerseys. In my lifetime, they've all but disappeared!'
Well, the Jersey-Holstein cross has really come of age. A couple
weeks ago I heard a nickname, Ho-Jos. And Ho-Jos are a big thing.
/ remind Ron of an earlier comment. "You said the Ag Alliance was
pretty idealistic. That's a thing I just keep running into. I've been im-
pressed talking to folks. There's this idealistic streak in practically every-
body I've talked to. And it's not anything that's real self-conscious. It just
kind of shows up around the edges and reveals itself inadvertently."
There is. I understand that. I see it all the time I know a couple
of guys who have actively gone out—they're very good with equipment
—and they have developed a custom harvesting and planting segment
to their farm. You would never know it. They don't have a lot of clien-
tele; they don't advertise in the paper. But they do a wonderful job
with it, and it would be the same for them too. What you're saying is
that some of the successes are best kept secret. It's like the military—
you can't get it out of anybody.
And the other thing that plays a part in this, that I know from my-
self: we're probably the last group of people in America that is so in-
grained with the religious background. You see a lot of these people go
to their churches, whichever denomination, it's irrelevant. Around
here, they will go to their churches, and be a part of their schools.
That's a great thing. Religion teaches you to be humble and respectful.
So you don't go out there and crawl all over somebody else's failures.
You like to see everybody come along, and that's something that needs
to be reflected. You never bragged, you never flaunted money around.
Humility was a virtue, and even though you thought you were doing
good, you thanked the Lord and prayed, and you moved in those man-
ners. And that's done in other businesses, but I'm just saying it's more
of a pattern in agriculture.
The other thing is, we work with nature. I don't care who you are,
you can be hailed out, or have tragedy—you won't be on your high
horse too long. Yes, that's built into the system too.
We have long finished our lunch, I've drunk my customary amount of
coffee—way too much—and it is time to wrap up.
I'll be very happy to participate in this. I will make a note to have
you invited to our next meeting. I'm not sure of the exact time and
date...
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As we step into the other room to settle up and leave Bonnie Rae's,
Ron sees Gene Speltz, another Ag Alliance member, having lunch with
his daughter and her friend. Ron introduces us, and Gene agrees to talk
to me about his farm. I stop at the cash register to pay my tab and tell
Dave that I will be back to try that half-pound hamburger. He says, "Well,
you'll find us right here," and laughs.
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CHAPTER 6
The Absolute Last Thing I Ever
Dreamed I'd Be Doing
LONNY AND SANDY DIETZ
Most of our city planners and many agriculture scientists would declare
that the highland ridges above the Whitewater River in southeast Min-
nesota are "marginal lands." They're not suited for townhouse develop-
ment or for growing commodity crops like corn and beans. But that's
one reason Lonny and Sandy Dietz found them attractive. They had
something else in mind, and they didn't want to be dependent, beholden
to the federal government's farm bill that supplements the income of
farmers who, for one reason or another, raise corn and soybeans.
After I find my way up steep gravel and pull into the farm at the end
of the road, I learn that one thing about this place that appealed to the
Dietzes was that it was situated here at the end of the road. That would
limit development. Another was that it seemed well suited to their hopes
for a diversified operation that would work on sustainable principles
and that could offer a measure of self-sufficiency and an income from
farm-to-market direct sales of healthy vegetables and meat. Another ap-
pealing feature, one not commonly sought, was that the land had been
pretty much abused. Part of the Dietzes' purpose was to restore at least a
small piece of southeast Minnesota to ecological health.
Lonny: Why get into this? I wanted to try to help. It kills you to see all
these farms going under. We looked around, driving all over the
country, studied plat maps and aerial photos, for four years before we
bought this place. We thought the hill road would protect us here,
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and we could restore and protect the place, but development comes
here too.
The farm had a history, as Lonny explains, of alternating good prac-
tice and poor. Its most recent owner had let the place run down.
When we moved in here, it was covered with brush. We moved 350
stumps from just around here. (Lonny waves his arm in a quarter-circle
sweep.) The original owner had a very diverse farm and kept it up real
well, but the next farmer just let it run down. (Lonny points out a cou-
ple of shaggy goats standing in front of the shed.} We had forty goats to
start with. Sandy wanted to do some weaving.
We step up on the porch, enter the house, and sit down at the circular
kitchen table. Sandy puts on coffee and joins us. Lonny mentions the
goats again.
Sandy: I was pretty excited, but the market just went down. Now
we're down to two—a couple of geriatric cases. (She smiles.}
Lonny: There's a couple of sows out there too. We usually have
twenty or so.
Sandy: We sell them in halves or wholes.
/ ask about marketing the vegetables.
Lonny: We have a small CSA [Community Supported Agriculture]
going for us. Last year we averaged twenty-five members, mostly in
Rochester, a few out here. We try to keep it on a personal note. We're
doing a little different. Most direct sales or Community Supported
Agriculture operations set up in one spot, and everybody comes to
them, but we can deliver to offices in Rochester, where we have several
buyers in the same building. We sell to Winona farmers' market, too,
and some to the Twin Cities. It's always been a little different down
here, the country is so steep. Customers try things [vegetables] they
wouldn't have otherwise because of our diversity. We put a letter in
their basket every week so they know what they've got and how to fix
it. Next step is to get the vegetable production down [meaning "down
pat," not down in amount of production], maybe expand into bigger
fields—maybe ten acres of carrots, because there are some markets
out there. But we want to get the small system down first.
We talk a bit about the difficulties of farming with care for the land,
the animals, the humans on it, and all the related species who depend
upon the natural systems around us. Both Lonny and Sandy are inter-
ested in social justice issues as well as farming and ecology.
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Sandy: There's something wrong with a system where, to keep our
level of life, we have to have poverty nations.
Lonny: We're starting to be a third world country in the ag business.
John Ikerd [an agriculture economist] sure got that right. . . . The
Netherlands are over here in northern Minnesota because our envi-
ronmental rules are more lax than their own. So they invest in paper
mills up north and hogs in Ohio, where they can have factory farms
that they can't have at home.
What it comes down to is that you can choose to do harm or you
can choose to do good. It's the hundred monkey story: There are a
hundred monkeys on two islands isolated from each other. The mon-
keys on one island learn some good thing, and when enough have
learned it, the monkeys on the other island learn it too, without ever
having contact with the other monkeys. You reach a certain number,
and the tide turns.
Sandy: It takes each individual to make these changes.
Lonny: We've lost the art of observation. . . . We don't see natural
systems the way we did when we were hunter-gatherers.
Lonny and Sandy watch their landscape carefully, looking for signs.
They describe some of the ways in which they are now trying to restore
their ridges to health, the things they have tried to do to grow healthy
food. But the first thing that they mention is a marker of success they take
real pleasure in.
Lonny: We've got a couple of eagles, red tail hawks, owls, songbirds.
We've restored four acres of native grasses. Now we want to get some
forbs in. We just started doing greenhouse. We had strawberries the
first year, but they didn't work so well. Now we do early crops. Six
acres of vegetables outside: lettuces; potatoes; some broccoli; cabbag-
es; a lot more cooking greens, like kale, chard; shell, snap, and snow
peas; green beans; beets; radishes; onions. We can't find organic onion
sets, so we have to start those from seeds. We try to carry some pota-
toes over for seed, but the volume we go through makes it impractical
to carry many over.
We have thirteen acres in set-aside. On the steep hills, we'll eventu-
ally do some rotational grazing of a few beef. And eventually we'll have
fifty acres of row crops. We did it on custom, mainly small grains.
Those are organic too. But it is hard to find a custom guy who will
clean his equipment carefully enough to protect the organic. . . . We
bought the place in '91, but it was all in CRP [Conservation Reserve
Program] the first six years.
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Lonny had worked for thirty years as an automotive engineer.
This is the absolute last thing I ever dreamed I'd be doing. Last year,
I quit my job, so now we have to learn fast.
We're into this to prove it can be done. So many people told us it
can't be done. [But] Mark [Ritchie, director of the Institute for Agri-
culture and Trade Policy], Dick [Levins, ag economist at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota], John [Ikerd, professor emeritus of agricultural
economics at the University of Missouri]—they give you hope. You're
running into walls everywhere; so many people are saying it can't be
done. The idea out there is that to succeed, you have to grow. But when
prices are low, you have to stay small. Extension preaches that you
have to get bigger, so now, instead of five hundred farms, there are
fifty, and we don't need the extension agents anymore.
One problem is that the emphasis is still on monocropping. Ag
classes in the high school are all geared toward agribusiness. There is
no hands-on farming. As Ralph Lentz says, they do "animal science"
now instead of "animal husbandry."
Lonny goes back to his discussion of their general plan.
We've got our wildlife area now, row crops, trees planted, prairie
restoration. Set up a whole farm ecosystem. It's all necessary. First
thing was prairie, then retention ponds, then trees. We're trying to
build live soil. Compost teas. Create "live food" full of enzymes and
such, so we can get a healthier crop from healthier soil. Get more off
less land, so there is room for wildlife.
Then Lonny takes the challenge right back to the city planners and the
ag scientists I mentioned at the beginning of this story.
What's to stop somebody from making a living off marginal land?
It just gives you more options. (Lonny smiles.)
Like numerous others I've met, Lonny and Sandy both give time and
energy to causes beyond the farm. They have been active in various farm-
support activities. They both attended the early meetings of the Southeast
Minnesota Food Network, and they still participate. The Food Network
helps local producers market and transport their food in a coordinated
effort to make the region more food sufficient.
Sandy: The Food Network is exciting.
They agree that the Food Network is important for local food produc-
ers but also comment how important it is for the community to have ac-
cess to food that is healthier than most of the food that is available in
supermarkets. Even if it is not processed, much of it is transported over
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long distances, from sources we do not know—perhaps Mexico, where
foods are subject to pesticides and herbicides that are not allowed here.
One year, Lonny was a board member of the regional Sustainable
Farming Association (SFA). Now he has become the president of the
statewide association.
Lonny: SFA can help the whole process. So many people are getting
out of farming week after week. I want to make a difference, get the
word out there that there is this hope, and I think that is the avenue for
me to do that. Otherwise, it was just a weak moment.
Lonny and Sandy have two daughters and a son.
Lonny: [Our son] does chickens, ducks, and turkeys, a few laying
hens. He really likes the live things. (Lonny laughs.) Has no use for veg-
etables. He wants to get into pheasants and quail too, for restaurants.
We go back outside and duck into the hoop houses, with white vinyl
taut over the plastic hoops. Though it is cold outside—it was below zero
last night—it is warm in these glassless greenhouses.
Sandy: In the hoop houses, it is eight degrees warmer under the row
cover. It was fourteen below last night, but in the greenhouse—the
one without a heater—it is sixty degrees above at eleven A.M. In the
other, it's seventy-two degrees. The hoops have a single layer of plastic.
You can have it about four or five degrees warmer if you use two layers
of plastic, but then you lose 10 percent of your sunlight, so it's hard to
figure what's more profitable.
Lonny: We learned something about single-layer last fall. The two
you're looking at used to be sixty feet long. Now they are thirty. The
wind did that. The new hoop house is longer and wider—and sturdier.
Lonny has that characteristic smile as he tells the story, as if to say, well,
yes, those things happen, but we're learning. I marvel at the midwinter
starts for a wide variety of vegetables, at the idealism and altruism of this
couple tackling marginal land and working so hard to make it healthy as
well as profitable, and at the systematic way they have of experimenting
with their whole ecosystem. I head back down the hill thinking about the
motivation that drives them and others I know, hoping as much as they
do that it will all work out.
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CHAPTER 7
I Just Felt It Was the
Right Thing to Do
DENNIS RABE
It seems as though Dennis and Sue Rabe (pronounced "Ray-bee") have
tried it all—conventional farming, high-production farming, value-
added products, and direct marketing to individuals and to farmers'
markets—and now are focused on pigs and beef cattle. They follow a
rotational grazing pattern for the cattle and a Swedish deep-straw system
for the hogs. Behind those changes and the evolution of their current
methods lies a continuing desire to farm smarter, take better care of their
animals, reduce inputs, have more time with their family, and not have
to work so hard.
Sue, after farming for years, now teaches almost full-time, a matter
of choice rather than necessity. "Farming is Dennis's thing," she tells me.
"He just loves it. I don't! Three hours on the tractor and I'm bored silly!
My work is different, and I do it because that is what I'm supposed to do
with my life. So he gets to do what he loves, and I do too."
In the course of our conversation, what comes through from both of
them is a profound desire to get it right: to achieve a balance on the farm
that takes care of the land, the animals, and the family, and that generates
enough income to provide for their needs and perhaps a bit more be-
sides. Dennis and I settle in over good coffee across the counter from one
another in the Rabes' attractive kitchen.
As our children started getting older, we found ourselves getting older
too! And working longer and longer hours . . . When we started look-
ing at that, that's when we really started wondering about our system.
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It's not something where you wake up overnight and say, "Hey, this is
wrong." You grow into it. I farmed pretty conventionally for ten, twelve
years and started questioning some of the things. I know, I suppose
the late eighties, I was told that if I didn't market at least a thousand
hogs, I couldn't be a player. That's really the minimum! We had a sys-
tem where we had the crates, the hot nursery, the cold nursery, and we
were farrowing once a month and really pushing out hogs Then I
was pasture farrowing to add even more hog inventory, and I had
rented two finishing barns, and when I got done at the end of the year,
I had an eighty-thousand-dollar feed bill that I paid. There was noth-
ing left for me! So why go to all that work?
And that's what I see with factory farming or volume farming.
They're always looking at, if you make a buck a hog, for instance, all
you have to do is sell forty-five thousand. I didn't want that; I just
didn't want it. So I started looking around. What could I do? How
could I change some things? Maybe we're kind of in the minority of
the people that want a change and actually have a life. . . . But Ralph
Lentz was kind of seeing some of the same things that I was seeing.
Ralph, who farms a few miles away, is a cattleman, a rotational
grazer who is always paying attention to his soil, his grass, his creek. He
taught agriculture in the local high school for a generation or more, and
he clearly had an impact on his students—his name comes up in con-
versations around the region more often than any other. Dennis, like
other students, has remained a friend of Ralph's through the years. He
often judges his work according to what he thinks Ralph would think,
still wondering what grade Ralph would give him for his work on this
chore or that. Ralph likes to talk about his teaching and does so with
considerable modesty. A few years ago, Ralph's heart stopped. The two
emergency medical crewmen who showed up were former students.
Ralph grins and swears that he heard—though the doctors say he
couldn't hear anything—one of them say to the other, "I don't know,
this guy didn't give us very good grades. You think we should start him
up again?" Ralph's laugh affirms that they must have, perhaps still
hoping for better grades. Dennis was the first one to visit Ralph in the
hospital.
We were real different—Ralph was retired and there were no mort-
gages there, but he was kind of watching me, with a family and mort-
gages to pay, and [we] couldn't keep up. So that's why I've kind of
looked at some other methods.
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"But you pretty much devised your own scheme for doing it"
Well, there were a lot of things that went along that were all related.
I learned about pasture farrowing on my own; I wanted to expand at
that time. Actually, there were times it worked unbelievably well for
me. One year, the sows that I took off of pasture farrowed; they were
gilts, and there were three groups that came back into my crate system
that weaned over ten pigs per crate. But the thing that really killed me
was the market all the time. Three pretty good years, and then, all of a
sudden, you have a real bad one.
Ninety-eight is when it went down, and you know, it hasn't recov-
ered since. And it's not going to, because 80-90 percent of the hogs are
contracted. That bad year in '98 put me in a position where my system
was worn out, my crates were worn out, and I looked at myself and I
looked at my age. . . . I didn't want to be in my fifties and washing
crates! It took me four days a month! When the price of pork went
down to eight cents a pound, I just said I wouldn't do it anymore. I
started looking, and that's when I came up with the Niman's market.
So it wasn't anything specific.... It just kind of evolved.
"Tell me more about the Niman's market"
The Niman's market is an antibiotic-free market, and there's a cer-
tain protocol. One of the things that is different is that the Animal
Welfare Institute sanctions it... . Your breeding stock has got to be on
straw or pasture. They all farrow on straw or pasture. There's no use of
crates, unless you get an animal that's very unruly, then you just use a
crate for a minimum amount of time, two or three days, until she
settles down after farrowing. They will allow something like that. Most
of us just farrow, and if you get an animal like that, she goes to town
anyway. Ninety-eight was when I first signed up and started, and now,
the last three years, I've been selling through them steadily.
"They're a private corporation?"
"Niman's" is Niman Ranch Pork. It actually started with the Ni-
man's Gourmet Meats in Oakland. They started with beef and pork—
both organic, all organic. It goes to high-end, upscale restaurants
mainly, and it also goes to small grocery stores now too. They raised
straw or pasture. They all farrow on straw or pasture. There's no use of
Paul Willis's. Paul is the one that got this started. He's a farmer in Iowa.
It started with one shifting to him and working with him until there's
two hundred Niman's farmers now.
"Butyou're not a contractor?"
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No, we are not a contractor. No.
"How does that work? You just raise them and ship them and they buy
them?"
We have a forty-cent floor. We're never lower than forty, which is
higher than any of your contracts. The other thing is, they want heavy
hogs, 260-280 pounds, so that's kind of an advantage because it's eas-
ier to put that last twenty pounds on than it is to raise a lot more hogs.
And they have to be antibiotic free, of course. You can't feed any meat
and bone meal or any animal by-products to them.
"So there's no danger of something like mad cow disease getting into
hogs"
Right. And when interior Iowa gets forty cents, we get a six-cent
premium; we're at forty-six cents, so the floor protects us. Like now,
hogs on the conventional market are twenty-seven cents. Last week
they shipped just fifteen hogs, and there was over six hundred dollars'
difference between the conventional market [and] Niman's. So that
floor is just huge!
"So one of the reasons they can make it work is because restaurants
and everybody else are willing to pay for the quality."
They're paying for the quality, and they're raising what they feel is
as environmentally safe a product as you can make it. There's a lot of
deep-straw systems out there. Most of them will copy the Swedish sys-
tem, where you're raising the pigs on deep straw. You don't have pits,
you don't have liquid manure, because it's all absorbed in the straw,
and we spread it back out on the land. It works out pretty well.
"So that s your mulch, your ground cover, and some nutrients to boot"
Yes. It holds most of the nutrients. What I like about it is it's just a
much easier way to raise hogs, and they're more content and quiet.
And I have way less work! (Dennis laughs and shakes his head as if he
cant believe his luck.)
"Sounds like a great combination! Not only that, but you re making
more money per pound"
There are advantages and disadvantages to both systems—and I'll
recognize that. When you go antibiotic free, your feed efficiency [goes]
down—meaning it takes more feed to make a pound of gain—but I'll
take the higher pound, as long as I got the forty-cent floor.
"That more than pays for the feed"
Especially [in] the last few years, when feed has been so cheap.
"Is it going to stay that way?"
Oh yeah. We're going to see a little bump now, because basically the
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U.S. has had a poor grain crop this year [2002]. Corn and bean farm-
ers are going to make a little money, but you know that everybody is
going to grow as much or more as they can—if they make any money
at all next year. If we get a normal year, that price will be under two
dollars in no time.
"Will that be mostly corn and beans?"
Yes. The government program too, that's all they talked about was
the corn and soybean base.
"/ went to that FSA [Farm Security Administration] meeting in
Mazeppa where they were going to explain the new farm bill and—"
You did, huh? No conservation was there!
"The moderator said right at the beginning, 'Ifyou re doing grazing or
vegetables, forget it!' It wasn't until the end of the question-and-answer
period when some guy sitting across the table from me asked, 'What if we
want to follow some more conservation-minded practices?' The modera-
tor said, 'Well, there's a new provision in the bill about conservation. Any
other questions?' Just dismissed it! That was the only mention of conser-
vation the whole evening! It was entirely devoted to 'How do you fill out
the forms so they will show the most acres for corn and beans [called "the
base"—on which all federal payments are calculated] ?' And a tiny
pinch of time for oats."
Oats was two and a half cents, $1.20 for most farmers, at sixty bush-
el an acre. There was no conservation. I went to Wabasha and they
didn't even mention it! Not once! What it stated was, the more bushels
of corn and soybeans that qualify, the bigger your direct payment will
be, and disregard any conservation whatsoever.
"I was talking with George Polk, the soils man who lives in Rochester.
He mentioned oats and how good they are for the soil. I said, 'Why doesn't
anybody raise them?' He said, 'Well, you can't make any money on them!
So whether it's good for the soil or not doesn't matter."
The other thing is, when you take livestock off the farm, there's no
way to use oats. You have to sell those oats in the conventional market.
I raise oats and dump two to three hundred pounds of oats in every
ton of feed. Well, that way I'm selling my oats for the same price as my
corn or maybe even higher. So that's a heck of an option! The other
thing is the straw. A lot of times, the straw will make up the difference.
Actually, it'd be a better crop than corn or soybeans. But you can't al-
ways count on that.
"So how many acres of oats do you have?"
We run around forty to forty-five.
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"That's enough to mix with everything else?"
Actually, in the last few years, I've been gaining a bin every year. So
this year the price of oats was higher, and I sold my oats. It wasn't high,
but it was better than it's been for the last couple of years. It's like ev-
erything else; it's just a juggling game on the farm, and I had a poor
farrowing December, so there are fewer hogs. I needed to have some
money, so the oats went to town because I had plenty of oats in the
granary. Sometimes that's just the way it is!
"That's got to be a pretty serious kind of juggling!'
Oh, I'm always juggling, you know. You always have to figure what
your best option is.
"/ guess that's one thing that's impressed me when talking to folks
around here. It isn't often very explicit, but it's just a continuous 'make a
choice' day after day after day after day."
Yeah. Yeah, you don't want to lose too many of them. (Dennis begins
to laugh.) Actually, there's a couple of big losses out here. I'll show you
a couple of my mistakes.
"Are you still doing the value-added stuff you were doing?"
Sue and I talked about that, and we decided to let that go. There are
a number of reasons. First off, we have the home 160 paid for, and
then we became grandparents, so there are other priorities in our lives.
The kids, the youngest is now twenty-one, and they're all pretty much
out on their own, so there isn't any help here. The other thing is my
wife had gone back to school and is teaching 50-90 percent in the RN
program. Well, then we got some benefits, and that health coverage
was just huge! So I couldn't find a reason to try and just kill myself.
You know, the value-added is great! You make more money per
animal, but the time you put in it is really tough! I always thought we'd
be able to develop a market where we could be delivering more pounds,
but it takes a very special farmer to go ahead and get that done. I think
Dave Minar might be successful at it. But he did have a few more
things involved than just that. He had the location. We sold at the
farmers' market for seven years. . . . When you start talking value-
added, on a small basis it works terrifically well. But if you start trying
to do that 100 percent, a lot of these people are driving themselves into
the ground. I watch some of these vegetable people, and I just—
There is a knock on the door. Dennis answers, steps out on the back
deck to visit a few minutes, then comes back in.
Just a seed salesman. I made a decision about four years ago that I
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wasn't going to buy any what I call "expensive seed ," and his wasn't
expensive, but it didn't perform that well for me. But I haven't seen a
big yield difference in a $50 bag versus $120 bag. I figured, well, the
$50 bag, I can pay for my planting, plus have $20 in my pocket. And
hailed-on corn (we both start to laugh)—it doesn't matter how much
you spend for that seed!
"For sure... So do you have lots of corn and beans?"
Just what I need to finish out about six hundred hogs a year. That's
what I try for, that and about twenty steers. . .. It's right around that
fifty-five acres of corn and forty acres of beans.
"And that all gets ground up along with the oats?"
Most of the time. This summer, I didn't even realize it, but I had
extra beans on hand—no, in storage. I'm on a program where I take
them to a guy, he stores them for us free, and then we pay a set fee for
extrusion and he brings some back. Well, I had more beans, and I called
him up and he said, "Why don't you sell about three hundred bushels?"
And I hit just the right day! I got $5.80. So once in a while you sell a
little, but it isn't that profitable overall. A lot of times I'd sell some hay.
I don't try to grow extra crops; it seems I get burned every time.
Yd been down on the Mississippi at Red Wing, watching the barges load
up with grain. Cargill was shipping corn from a previous year, holding it
back for a better price. Dennis knows how the farm bill underwrites Car-
gill's expenses and sells surplus grain to the transnational corporations at
a cut rate—grain that our taxes paid agribusiness commodity producers
to raise. Because they get it so cheaply, Cargill and the other traders can
sell it in the foreign markets of poor countries at prices below local farmers'
costs, squeezing them out of business. It's called agri-dumping.
Right. Your question is, who is going to benefit the most from this
farm program? The chemical and the seed companies, and the person
that buys the corn—it will set them up for six years And there's no
way to educate the people fast enough to stop it. First off, they don't
want to be educated. Everything is going pretty smooth, and there's
always food.
"What do you see happening in the next twenty-five years in farm-
ing?" I ask.
I don't see anything good. I see it getting bigger. . . . Way fewer
farmers—a lot more erosion.
"One of the things that's scariest to me is over-pumping of ground
water for irrigation—which has supported an awful lot of agriculture.
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And that's happening not only here, but China, India, other places are all
drawing down aquifers faster than they can replenish themselves. I just
think, What are we doing to ourselves? It seems bizarre to me."
Well, I guess if we use it up fast enough, we'll be done.
"But man, is that a bleak future! And we're not exempt. We don't have
any more food security than anyone else in the world, at this point."
It's interesting too—I was listening to an economist. He was talking
about food security, and he was totally against any help toward the
farmer, and his thought was, We can import our food cheaper anyway,
so why raise it?
"So then we're dependent upon everybody else in the world for our
foody and that will be good?"
Yes. It puts you in the position where—just like when we have trou-
ble with the oil countries. All of a sudden we're really looking and
scratching and trying to wake up and . . . why would anyone say such
a stupid thing?
We have a long way to go. I remember in the eighties too—I got the
National Hog Farmer, and I read about all the disasters they had with
their manure systems then. Fish kills for miles! I thought, That won't
come here. But here it is. Right now. Just the fish kills you hear about,
they're only about 10 percent. It just makes me sick when you think
we're not supposed to eat the fish....
My dad went to ag school in the thirties or maybe early forties.
They taught all of these different things then. But I think what really
threw us over the boat in agriculture—and we all thought it was
wonderful—was the chemicals. And once we'd gone from the chemi-
cals that help weed control, then we got into all these monocultures—
and we got to the point where we could control just about anything,
anytime, like now with Roundup Ready.
You don't have to be a farmer to farm anymore. An example: I knew
this guy in Bellechester who rented 160 acres—it was all corn, it wasn't
plowed. So he hired someone to no-till beans in, which is conservation
minded. Then he hired the elevator to spray the things, then he hired
somebody else to combine the beans, and then he hauled them to Red
Wing. And he has the equipment to haul it away. He made about
eighty dollars an acre—it was about ten to twelve thousand dollars.
But all he did was coordinate. It was nothing but telephone farming.
Telephone farming.
"Yes. Gates [a farmer and Department of Natural Resources hydrol-
ogist we both know] says we're on a two-track system: One track is corn
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and beans. He says you cant call those guys farmers; they're 'producers!
The other track is still farming, still diversified, raising animals and feed
and vegetables instead of commodities. It seems to me, from what I've
read about poultry, that's about the scariest contract anybody's doing.
Those guys have you hook, line, and sinker. They can tell you exactly
what to do and when to do it, and if you don't, you lose your contract.
Plus, you lose the investments you've made in the buildings they required
you to build to get the contract in the first place. And you can't get an-
other contract or sell the buildings, because they put the word out that
you are uncooperative or inefficient, sort of like the old Hollywood black-
list. So no other contractor will take you on, and you're bankrupt."
Yes, and I think your hog contracts are the exact same way now. If
your hogs don't come in on certain specifications, they'll come right
out and tell you what to do with your buildings and how to change
your breeding stock, and even what feed to use.
"So we've got that track, and then we have farmers still, like yourself.
As far as I can see, contracts lead to indentured servitude. You don't have
any freedom; you don't have any control; you just do what somebody else
tells you to do. I can't imagine spending a whole life doing what some-
body else tells me."
That's really true in the hog industry—I know two fellows that in
'98, their ledgers went up over a million dollars at Hormel. They are
not independent farmers anymore—they're just enslaved farmers to
Hormel to try and get this paid off.
Two of the things I see, though: If it all becomes corporate farming,
they're going to make a profit. But if they can see they're losing money
by all this erosion, it might be corrected. The other thing is, if we fi-
nally get to the point where we have enough eroded land, they may
come back and say we need to have the smaller farmers.
"/ guess that's one of the few things we can be hopeful about. You can
only look at destruction so long until you decide you have to change
things."
Dennis laughs. Can you imagine having corn and beans on Art's
farm?
Art's farm is on very steep land. "/ love the jokes I heard from guys
standing around listening to Art that winter field day. One guy said,
'Man, you couldn't get me on a tractor anywhere near this place!' And
Art's little quip about coming out one morning and the tractor's gone.
Looked all over, and found it on top of the tree at the bottom of the hill."
They have found a number of things in the woods, though. Art said
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that one year he lost a round bale—and they were seventy-five dollars
apiece.
"Man, that is steep country! That's one of the good things, I guess,
about karst topography. It does limit what you can do with corn and
beans."
Yes, but you go over in the west, Florence area, and that's all corn
and soybeans—it's just unreal!
"I've seen corn and bean fields this spring where the rows ran right up
and down the hill, and you could see the mud moving right off to the bot-
tom of the field!"
Yes. Every cornfield is just like a flood plain. This summer we had
somewhere between twenty-six and thirty inches of rain. It pounded
hard, and then it was smooth, and then you get three to six inches o
water on it—it has to move. I saw water coming out of places I've
never seen before.
/ hand Dennis a photo of a cornfield's erosion that I took just last week
along Highway 50. "The corn isn't really good corn, but it's six feet high,
and even as high as the cornfields are now, you can still see erosion like
that. And that rain that we had five, ten days ago, it looked just like this
at the bottom of the cornfield, except the corn is still standing up. I don't
know how many tons of dirt have moved off of that hillside this spring,
but I wish I had a camera big enough to pick up the two or three other
places just like this in the same field."
But you know, you were looking for this, and the average consumer,
out for a drive, doesn't see this at all. Even if you handed them this
picture, they'd say, "Oh, that's a nice picture, but what is it?" They don't
know—they absolutely do not know. You can see gullies a foot or more
deep, cut right down.
"Those gullies are really deep."
And that's not even the whole part—the sheet erosion across the
whole field is unreal!
"Absolutely. If we had another six or eight inches of rain, these things
would have been two feet deep and you would have had real serious
gullies"
It hadn't rained that much. We try real hard—and I had some gul-
lies like this, even with all the conservation. It didn't leave the farm,
but . . . I can't imagine, if the whole thing would have been in corn or
beans, what would have happened. That was a test this year.
"You know, the other thing that puzzles me is what we've forgotten.
When your dad went to college, the Soil Conservation Service was just
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getting cranked up. I can remember those guys going around and talking
to people. We knew then how to avoid floods, how to strip crops, how to
contour, how to keep pasture, how to do all the things you need to do to
keep the water on the ground instead of running off. And then it seems
like we either decided we didn't have to do that anymore or we could ig-
nore what we knew, or we just forgot—/ don't know what!"
Yes, there's just no interest, and unlike the thirties, the government
is not going to make anybody do anything about conservation. To me,
one of the simplest ways we could do something—like in our county,
you should have at least a three-crop rotation, meaning you'd have to
have some forage, or at least oats. Why couldn't they do that if you
want government payments?
"They could."
But they won't. It's the almighty power dollar! That's what bugs me
the most!
"Actually, sitting through that meeting the other night, it seemed to
me there wasn't all that much difference, in spite of all the ballyhoo be-
tween the previous farm bill and this one. They aren't all that different."
I didn't see any. The only thing I saw was the previous one. Yes, it
has direct payments and gives you flexibility—all that did was build
everybody's base. And now, we have the direct payment and we also
have that counter payment when the price goes low. Well, they're guar-
anteed $2.60 for corn and $5.80 for beans. There's no way these guys
aren't going to go after it.
"No, and the whole point of the meeting was to help guys figure out
how to get more and more acres on the form."
Wabasha County, they figure 161 bushels is our average. You take
that times the $2.60, what I understand is the guaranteed price—that's
$418. Now, if you have 161 bushels, you get the twenty-eight cents on
top of that, that's another $45.1 talked to a crop guy the other day, and
he said it looks like he will average $500 with his corn under this new
program. I'd grow it too for $500 an acre, if I was just interested in
money.
"Well, a lot of folks are. That's the other part of it. Behind the farm
bill, there's a whole mind-set: This land is here to be used for our profit,
our benefit. You can do anything to it that you want because, somehow or
other, it's going to take care of itself. So that's what we do. We invent stuff
for the farm bill, make a few folks rich, and whittle away on the pool of
resources that we have. I don't know what we think is going to fix it up. It
seems clear that it's easy to fix, actually. A little ground cover goes a long
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way in stopping that kind of erosion. A little manure goes a long way to-
ward healthy soil. It's not as if there was some great mystery about how to
make it work better. But it seems the folks in power don't want it to work
better!'
Like the agribusinesses too . . . I asked Pioneer Seed Company one
time, when I was a salesman, why didn't they fork more money into
grasses? No interest. Or oats? No interest. "Not enough money there;
we'll let the university do that research."
"I can remember my grandfather—I dont know where this memory
comes from because he died when I was about eight—but I can remem-
ber him and his cronies. Two big memories I have: One, the neighbors
used to come to his place and they'd all sit down in front of a Philco
radio—Grandpa had the only radio around, one of those old cathedral-
window-shaped radios—and listen to the radio and talk. The other one
is how often they talked about the new hybrid seeds—who was for them
and who was against them. I don't recall anymore, but I do remember
long conversations about whether hybrids were a good idea or not. I can
remember my granddad standing up for a hybrid that I haven't heard of
since his day. It was called McNally's Hybrid Seeds. He had a sign, just
like the ones you see now. They probably went under in '39 or '40,1 don't
know. But it was a huge issue for those Iowa farmers then, and now it's
all we've got."
If you watch things . . . it's real interesting on how the power
dollar—they'll make everything work. You know how there was a big
fight about the hormones in the milk—nobody says anything any-
more. It's not even mentioned. Nobody pays any attention. You have a
few that will buy organic milk. We buy milk that's not supposed to
have anything in it. But that took a lot of dollars to get that through.
The same thing is going to happen with your genetically modified
crops.
"The only thing that's saved us from ourselves so far is Europe—Latin
America, even. The whole section in central Mexico that was set off for
hundreds of purebred corn varieties and no GMOs—now it's infected
with GMO pollen. It all blows much further than Monsanto said it
would. Seems like it's going to sweep the world."
There are two sides to it, though. Your Roundup Ready beans—
when you see somebody no-tilling them in—there's an antierosion
piece there that's good. And I recognize that.
Well, should we go outside and take a look?
We put on the already muddy boots we'd left in the back hallway, step
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out the back door, cross the road, and head out toward the barns and the
surrounding fields. The clouds are heavy, and though it is not raining
now, it soon will be. We walk down to look at his barn and pens. I ask
Dennis, "So, what kind of rotation do you actually run?"
Well, it boils down to a lot of different ones. . . . We usually have
about a minimum of three, up to seven or eight years of forage. Then
it will go corn, soybeans, and then oats, and then hay again, depending
on where it is. There are a couple of fields—this one is real flat, and we
run that as a corn-soybean rotation. Too close to the barn, it gets too
much manure. It's so productive, I don't know if I can put it into hay.
I've had it in hay already, and that's productive too, but it's just kind of
handy. When we go out there, you'll see a bunch of strips, and that's all
highly erodable, so we keep that in forage as much as possible. The
forage—rotational grazing—builds the land up for a couple years or
more
To make this operation real simple: the cattle pay for the mortgage
and hogs pay the month by month.
"How many cows?"
We have sixty-five cows. I'm kind of figuring to wind up around
eighty, and to use the beef cycle whenever it's profitable. I'll build
breeding stock when the prices are low.
We walk down to a barn, and Dennis describes his farrowing system.
He moves mothers and small pigs from one deep-straw pen to another as
they grow bigger. After they are weaned, the new pigs move out into pas-
ture until they are ready for sale.
This barn was originally set up as a confinement system, and now
we run it on a straw system. And this is the result over here. They far-
row in there, and then this is what you would call the deep-bedding
system—where they take care of their young kind of on their own.
And you know (Dennis laughs again at his good fortune), it's just so
darn easy. They start throwing the tenth of August and I put in three
bales, and other than that, I haven't done any cleaning or anything for
them. The feed is a self-feeder, and they're happy and the little ones are
happy. My average number of pigs is less than with crates, but not that
significantly.
"What is the difference?''
We're running right around that eight, nine mark.
"And you were getting ten out of the crates?"
Not consistently, though. There are times where eight or nine will
be down to six with this system, but with crates, I had six too. It's real
93
Farmers Talking about Farming
hard to compare. I think in the long run, as you keep your breeding
stock that does well under your system, I think that can be improved.
You know, they just stay in nice shape, and ... it's interesting to watch
them. Watch their tails—they're pretty content and happy and just
kind of fun. I like that! The other thing is, what equipment do I have
invested, other than the pole building? I don't have any crates, and all
the fancy stuff is nonexistent. You look at that—the fancy stuff costs
money. A nice farrowing barn now, with crates on a pit, is over three
thousand dollars a crate.
When I thought about the best way to farm, I said to myself, Well,
I'm going to farm the way I want, and if I don't make it, I'll be a con-
sultant like everybody else. (Dennis laughs and heads into the barn and
the farrowing pens.)
You want to real consistently see healthy livestock, otherwise there's
something wrong with your system. In all the confinement systems,
you have to have a lot of vaccinations and they have to feed antibiotics;
otherwise, they can't keep them alive. That system can't work, in the
long run. This way they don't have the stress at farrowing time that a
first-time animal has. When I want to wean them, all I do is bring the
mothers outside, and they'll run them across to that pen over there
(hepoints across the way), and the little ones all stay here—and they
usually aren't stressed. It seems to work awfully well.
The one thing I have is a lot of flexibility. I can do it this way. I have
sows out on the pasture. In the wintertime, they will stay right in the
barn, but I like to have them in a group like this the best, outside. I
went down to Paul Willis's, and that's kind of the way he works it, year
around, and it's a little bit warmer in Iowa. I'm a believer. You look at
some of these. Just look at the udders they're carrying on them.
Well, let's go take a look in the barn. (Dennis laughs.) We'll make
you walk through the dirt today.
We walk down to the barn, and Dennis shows me how he moves the
sows and pigs from one space to the next as the pigs grow, and pasture
where they roam outside.
This gal and the gal in the next pen here will be put together. They
will end up out in the pasture; these all will. This one over here, she
just farrowed this morning. Last night she was in the hut, and this
morning she decided she'd like to lay right out here. She's got ten little
pigs. Ralph doesn't believe me, but I can look at their eyes and I can
tell pretty much when they're ready to farrow. You hang around them
too damn much, I guess, when you can do that.
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"Why doesn't he believe that? He'll tell you all kinds of crazy things
about what he can see in his cows." We're on fun ground here, for we both
love Ralph. Dennis laughs affectionately.
I know it! That's just the way he is. But it is true—the more you
hang out with cattle or hogs, the more you become a part of them; you
understand them. That's why I like farrowing this way—they enjoy
life. . . . I had Ralph in my farrowing barns with crates, and they were
pretty darn content in there too. But the thing of it is, what I hated is
when you took them back out of the crate, so many of them would
hurt themselves because the muscles just weren't there. They would
fight—anytime you mix sows, they're going to fight. You hear that
snap, and they would break a leg or a hip—they're done then. I haven't
lost a sow that way for three or four years, [with] the system I use now.
. . . It's a nice, easy way to raise them. (Dennis walks among the pigs,
talking to them.) I like to farrow them in here, give them their freedom,
but I still have a little control. Out in the pasture, I don't have any con-
trol. Before they get about five or six days old, we will castrate them,
and I may take one sow out—sometimes I'll take four out at once,
with little ones—but they all have gotten a chance to get going. I think
that's the important thing. You'll see some that are out in the pasture,
and you'll see quite a difference. All I'm doing is copying the Swedish
system and modifying it in my own barn.
Inside the barn, there is deep straw scattered across the floor. It seems
clean and crisp. "How did the Swedes get onto it?"
That was interesting. The people made it illegal to have pits, and the
people said they don't want that type of high-production confinement
pork with antibiotics. They don't want antibiotics in their pork. All o
a sudden, the farmers said, "Hey, we have to change and learn how to
produce the product they want." To make a long story short, this will
all be cleaned out next week, and we whitewash it and give it a new
coat. I haven't cleaned it since early this spring, but I don't have to.
"This straw and everything in it will all go out on the field?"
Yes A lot of times, pigs will take one area and stay there. That's
where the manure is, and you'll get a lot of stuff like this, where it isn't
even dirty. I put that in my pole barns and use if for the cattle, so I kind
of reuse it, in a way.
As we round the side of the barn, Dennis points up to the barn roof
that is partially covered with sheet metal.
I'm doing this myself. It's well over $10,000 to do the barn, to have
it hired. I know that the metal, just the sheet metal, will be right around
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that $3,300 mark. With my own labor, if I can figure out how to get up
there, look at the savings that I can do. They're 16V2-foot sheets. (Den-
nis begins to laugh, and he points again at the corrugated metal, bright
and gleaming even on this drab and cloudy day.)
I think about the weight, and about how awkward those sheets are,
even in the lightest breeze. "How do you manhandle those up there all by
yourself?" I ask, thinking that I would not want that job, not even on the
most windless day we ever had.
I slide them up there on that roof (pointing to a section of barn that
is lower), then I slide them over, and then I walk the length and I have
a ladder—see the ladder? It's got a hook on it so I can work on the lad-
der, and if I get the first one fairly straight, the rest of them will be
fairly straight! (Dennis is laughing again.) And when Ralph comes out,
he won't crawl up there to give me a grade anyway. I know where my
mistakes are. I can afford a few mistakes this way, can't I?
"Right."
I worked at that for three days, and I got that far in fifteen hours.
Today my knees are hurting—I need an Advil! A lot of guys put the
wood purling on, and I decided to go through the cedar shakes with
screws, so it's all screwed down, rather than nailed down.
Dennis is laughing, thinking of the winds that come fast, and those
that occasionally whip into the tornados this country is famous for.
You can lose a roof in this country pretty easily. I think it will work
out good.
We head for a gate on our way to another barn. Inside this barn, Den-
nis again walks among the pigs, talking to the animals as he goes.
Come on, you guys, don't act so scared; you know better than that.
Dennis worries about the health of his animals, but over the years, he
has learned how to raise them without antibiotics.
I haven't fed any antibiotics in probably ten years. That doesn't
mean I haven't lost some pigs while I was learning. But I felt it was just
the right thing to do. My thought on it was—and I kept track—that it
used to cost between $2.30 and $3.20 to feed antibiotics for that feed
efficiency. Well, corn was less than $2.00, so why not just feed them an
extra bushel of corn and get rid of the darn stuff? It didn't make any
difference. So I just felt I looked at the whole situation, and then when
we were selling a lot of meat direct, I felt that was the right thing to do.
All of that idea, so to speak, led me into this Niman's market. I had
done some of the research to get there.
"Where did you come by this value system of yours to start with? It
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seems like you re trying to take care of everything all the way through: the
land, the livestock, rotations . . ." Dennis doesnt even think twice about
his answer. It comes promptly, easily.
My dad was that way—I think it was learned from my folks. In my
teaching, I taught conservation. I was always pro-conservation and
livestock. I always thought that had to be a part of the farm, to make
anything work. I tried to look at the whole picture. It just seems like
it's the right way to go—not necessarily the way it's going, but it seems
more right to me. It's a way of lowering my inputs for raising the crops
that I do have. Though the last three years, I can't say that for sure.
There were two years in a row that we had 150-170 bushel corn, and
our cost was about $1.30 a bushel. But my inputs are so low! And that's
using a hundred-dollar land rent included. It wasn't because I fertil-
ized so heavily or bought the most expensive corn It's because I'm
using a system that is just going around. I put the manure down, and
that gives you the corn that you're going to need for the next year,
without a lot of fertilizer.
I've experimented with corn silage in particular. I have a planter,
but I don't use it. It ruins my quality of life, machinery. I decided a
long time ago. We have two guys; they're neighbors, and they just love
machinery. They always had their corn planted before I got started
anyway, and for ten dollars an acre they come in and plant it for me.
It's a one-day shot. I look at that as being pretty darn cheap! What do
they say on the average? Fifty-five, sixty acres. At six hundred dollars,
can I afford a twenty-thousand-dollar planter? No, but you can afford
a six-thousand-dollar planter that you're repairing all the time—and I
just didn't want anything to do with it. So, that quality of life—I do a
lot of decisions that a lot of people won't do, and I custom hire a lot of
stuff. But you know, this corn out here is going to go 160-170 bushel,
without too much trouble. Once in a while, I'll run into a snag where
everything goes wrong and I've got corn up there that's probably go-
ing to go 110-120, and it should be my best corn, but because of my
system, trying to prevent runoff and soil erosion, it held so much wa-
ter, it was just so wet until after the Fourth of July. Not much you can
do about that one!
I was going to tell you my mistakes. (Dennisgrins.) I bought twenty-
six Berk [Berkshire] gilts—went into the purebred Berk end of it, with
the idea of selling it to Japan. The market and everything is there, but
the Berk gilts were just lousy! I took some of them, and now they're
coming around the second time, and they've been real good mothers,
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but I crossed them. Their pigs weighed about 1-1 Vi Ibs. more—but I
spent an awful lot of money on those damn gilts! (Dennis is again
wearing that grin, laughing at the joke on himself.)
The other thing is, I have two silos—one I never use. And Fve got a
hot nursery I never use. You add that up—that's thirty-two thousand
dollars right there.
"More or less -wasted!'
I paid high tuition for my education. (Dennis laughs ruefully.)
From our position between barns, we have a good view of the cattle
pastures, the ridge where the corn begins, and, if we turn, the cornfield
behind us.
This piece of ground is too wet to farm (pointing down a little
swale).
You can see the cattails down there, and there's no real way to drain
it. The neighbors dump their tile line right at my line up there, which
really doesn't help. I grazed this with the cows early in the spring, then
the bulls went in here for six weeks, then I turned around and gave it
ten days of rest, and then I had my breeding heifers in here for a short
time on a rotation basis, and now the sows and little ones in the fall. So
I'm making good use of it.
"It doesn't look hard used!'
Sometimes in the fall it will be just black, looks like no grass at all.
They'll go in and root it all up. They're chasing some kind of grubs or
something underneath. Next spring, by the first week in June, it will be
all nice and green again. We never seed it; we never touch it—it just
kind of keeps coming back. We don't exactly understand that. The pigs
have the greatest time in the fall! A month from now, they'll really be
running around; they will all go into the cornfield. When the combine
comes, they just chase it around. If I could ever get a video of them
chasing the combine down, that is so funny!
If you look up here, there's 240 acres here. There's 180 of it in pas-
ture and forage, and it's all being stockpiled now for feed in October,
November, and December. I'm not rotating my cows like I would nor-
mally rotate them. They're down there (pointing). I've got two pieces
that will be to corn, but I'm keeping the cows on them during the
month of September, when the rest of my ground needs a chance to
build up their roots for the winter. But just think of all the manure that
160 head are putting down on that piece of ground! That works out
real well Otherwise, to have some ground that you are going to tear
up each year to go back to corn, you're just harvesting the nutrients.
98
I Just Felt It Was the Right Thing to Do
"Well, you re getting the O matter as you go. That's something I guess
I had to learn, that you can have soil that may be nutritious for plants—
like corn and beans—but it's not necessarily healthy soil."
Yeah.
"And I think that's another thing the general public doesn't under-
stand either. I had a friend say one time, 'Welly chemical fertilizers pro-
vide exactly the same nutrition as organic fertilizers, so what's the deal?'
But they don't do anything by way of organic matter, and they don't cre-
ate healthy soil, but dead soil with no organic matter at all. So there is a
huge difference. They're not equivalent, no matter how you cut it."
No. But the general public doesn't understand that. You start talk-
ing organic matter or bacteria in the soil and they look out there and
see all these nice crops—and they are nice—but long term, can it stay
that way? I don't know, and I don't think anybody does.
"Except that if you were going to make a bet, you wouldn't bet on that
long term."
No. You can't keep killing stuff and expecting it to keep coming
back.
We turn to head for the pickup and Dennis smiles, looking up again.
I can't get over how that roof makes that building look brand-new!
We board Dennis's pickup. The rain has done its work, and Dennis
shifts into four-wheel drive. As we drive, Dennis points out features he
wants to be sure I notice.
This is the water system I put in for my grazing. Otherwise, all the
cattle have to come home all the time. Always was wet around the
drinking area, so we went with central tanks. (He points to another
paddock.) Then I have some tanks out here—
"So they can get to them from either side."
Yep. I always tell my kids I put those in (Dennis grins) because I
want to party till the cows come home—and now they don't come
home anymore. (He laughs.)
I know Dennis is interested in diversity, and I ask, "So what's in this
pasture besides clover?"
There's orchard grass, got some reed canary, alsike . . . I'll try
anything.
"Is your alfalfa a mix too?"
Yes. See, we're not going to get over there, but three years ago, we
wintered the cows in that bean field.... That's light soil, and it grows
great crops after you winter them like that. The cows leave so much
manure in the field, I don't have to fertilize. I set the bales so the cows
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move across the paddock, covering the whole thing over the winter.
That manure is distributed as evenly as you could do it with a spreader.
The piece that's one paddock over and in between the beans here,
we grazed it twice and then I baled it twice, and I've taken three tons
of feed off of it and I still have a big grazing left on it. That's my ex-
perimental plot, where I have reed canary in it—to see how that fits
into my grazing system, and it looks like it might. The only thing is,
reed canary will take over everything. There will be a point where you
wouldn't want that much. I'm trying to find the mixture of grasses
that does so well on this farm, and I don't know what it is yet.
"Do you move those round bales occasionally or just leave them
there?"
Those I baled second crop and left them right out there. I don't
bring them home and then take them back out You can see them
up there There's 150 of them, and when the beans go off, then I'll
put them out. We'll winter on this half of the bean field. And then that
piece will go to corn silage, and what we'll do there is ... wait until late
May to plant it. I'll use eighty-eight pounds of actual N [nitrogen] but
no starter, and I'll get over twenty-five or thirty tons of corn silage that
way. But the wintering—you have so much of the nutrients there. It's
simple, it's easy, I'm not working hard doing it, but it's making me
pretty good money, when you think of it. And I don't really know how
long—are we getting six years of benefit from that manure, or ten? I
can't tell you.
Well, there's one thing you do know, if you have a system—a
livestock system—if you have 120 bushels of corn to the acre, that will
finish out twelve hogs. Twelve hogs is twelve hundred dollars that goes
back to that acre some way. That's what I keep thinking. So I mean, we
average 150 bushel corn; why would I ever want to worry about 180 or
200? It doesn't seem right to worry about all that extra input.
Dennis sounds a bit like Vance Haugen here, but even more like the
old Roman senator Cicero, who once asked what good a surveyor was
who could tell him exactly how many acres he had "but cannot tell me
how much is enough"
I'll tell you, the worst about this whole thing—I like the way I'm
farming now, and I can do it financially because I've got things paid
down—but you take the young person that wants to start farming, it's
not going to work. Land around here, right now, is going between
$2,500 and $3,200. Well, you have to find a gold mine on it to make it
pay for itself.
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"That sure is the story I hear all over the country! When I was in Mon-
tana, they used to say, 'You can marry a ranch, inherit a ranch, or you
can go to Hollywood, become a star, and come back and buy one! That's
about it. And in those years, taxes were eating folks up, maybe even worse
than they are now!'
We dismount from the pickup and walk over to the paddock where the
cattle are. As we come up on the cows, they begin to move and to bellow
louder.
They're yelling at you. (Dennis laughs.)
"Ah, they think you have something for them!'
These're all pretty much Angus. There's a little more marketing op-
portunity with them. Feeders still believe the Angus is still the most
efficient. Angus heifers, bred heifers, are always in demand. (The cattle
are eager, and the calves are nosey.) Calves kind of think they can sneak
beneath the wire. (Dennis grins.)
As we watch the cattle, he brushes the tips of some grasses.
We were talking about the different kinds of grasses. . . . This is
mainly orchard [orchard grass]—but the beauty of a grazing system is
the dandelions. A lot of weeds can be eaten, and they like them. Dan-
delions, for example, are very high in mineral. I like this one that's
underneath here too, this fine stuff, that's a fescue. That's what I look
for . . . . Now this is typical hay ground stuff right here. With the grass
in it, it dries so much easier than straight alfalfa, but you probably
sacrifice some tonnage. .. . But you know, they kind of ruined alfalfa
by growing too much of it. Now they have the weevil or something
that everybody around here is spraying a couple times a year. Well, I
don't even think about it.
"Ralph doesn't either. He's got his mixed with some grasses that keep
the bugs away!'
Yes. Well, the bugs will attack this, but there's plenty of grass there,
and I still get enough feed, so I don't worry about it. You just can't
worry about everything! It's just like insurance—if you bought all the
damn insurance they want you to buy, you'd be broke.
"So they get all that hay, and all that feed."
Yeah, and two days later, it's all gone too. I give them new feed every
day, though. But with this system, like in the winter system, you put
your bales on top of the hill—right where you need most of the nutri-
ents. Your cows will follow the bales and leave their manure right
where you want it. Next summer the nutrients are all back, and the
grass is high again. You can't beat a system like that, can you?
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"So you calve in the spring, or all year?"
We calve in May and June. I have it set up so the cows and the heif-
ers are all on pasture. The heifers get a little special attention. They'll
have a pasture right by the building site, and they'll also get bred to a
bull that throws real small calves the first time around. Two years'
time, and Ralph has used him twice too, and we haven't had a heifer
that's had a problem. One of the things that I do that's different than a
lot of grazers: in the springtime, the cows all calve out in the pasture.
There's a couple problems there: They're always on their own, which
isn't really a problem, but if you give them a lot of pasture, they milk
too good and get scours.... If you give them a lot of spring pasture,
they eat too good and sometimes, especially by mid-June, they get a
big calf. What we do is slow it way down. Actually, by slowing it down
you will create a different environment, and then the white clovers will
come through in those paddocks.
"/ noticed some when we were out there before"
Mm hmm, but I found out that I can pretty much control any scour
trouble with calves. I think I treated one this year and none last year,
and none the year before. So it's working out real well for me. That
goes against a lot of the producers. They'll sit there and calve in March,
or even in February, and they'll have them in the darn mud lot, and
then they end up with so much trouble to keep the calf alive. They get
a bigger calf this time of fall, but dead calves are hard to sell!
The cows are grazing, moving slowly, but eating as if they enjoy it. The
air is loud with snuffles, the tearing of grass, the rasp of hay pulled from
the bale. Dennis talks to his cows too.
You guys must be hungry!
"They sure took to this, didnt they?"
Oh, I know it. Pastures aren't just pastures. They're a birthing area
and reduce our cost for medication, and I guess the only thing I don't
like about our system is we'll get a few late calves, and they always
don't seem to do as well. They're born in the hot summer. Marketing
doesn't bother me, because we market heavy feeders for steers; we've
been averaging between $500 and $650 each on those. That's worked
out well because you've got just about nothing but forage in them. The
good heifers go back into the herd or sell as breeding stock. The poor-
er ones are finished out.
I always try to figure out how I can make the system easier. And
that's not what agriculture these days is all about. You're supposed to
confine everything and implant it or, like with hogs, you're supposed
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to have spotless farrowing crates, and a spotless nursery, and then an-
other growing unit. . . We don't need any of that! Most of my cows are
fairly young yet. The cows are reasonably good priced. . . . I'll let the
older ones go now and replace them with good heifers. Anytime a cull
goes, that's breeding stock, that goes to the farm payment. I don't even
try to figure that in my cash flow. The first six months of this year went
great (Dennis begins to laugh again), and then the one tractor just died
so I had to buy a new one, and then the pickup—I got so sick of trying
to make that one run, I traded that. A lot of other expenses fell in—
"It happens—"
The way I look at it, you think, Oh, Jesus, you know... but between
my wife and myself, we already have twenty-five thousand dollars paid
off this year's principle, and I gave my daughter six thousand dollars
for a wedding—well, what more can I ask for than that? Even if you
have to borrow sometimes unexpectedly, it's still not too bad.
u
"Well, you have to be doing something right, because it sure seems like
the system is working!'
Well, it will but it won't—if somebody comes in and tries to buy
three-thousand-dollar land, it won't! I got all of our land for a thou-
sand dollars. Once that first 160 was paid for, it's a lot easier making
payments on the next 80! Some day, when all of the farm is paid for, I
think I'll probably increase the cow numbers to 100 or 110 or some-
thing like that, and try just total grass—no feeding down. Do what
Ralph is doing and see how it works out. But for now, I'll just keep
watching him! You can do your own experiments, but you also want to
watch the guys that are experimenting, because you can learn a lot
more from them.
You want to hang on to this? (Dennis hands me a paddock wire.} I
have to move these two feeders yet.
He moves out in the rain and rolls a couple of hoops for bales into a
new paddock. He moves the iron fence posts, takes the wire Tm holding,
and moves it too, organizing a new space for the cows to feed, moving
them off a paddock that they have already grazed and into this one.
Look at all this nice feed But the cattle need to have something
else besides just lush feed. They will go after that hay, even though
sometimes it will be the poorest, even woody-looking stuff. But they
will go after it midsummer. We all think we know what they need—
"But they do."
I think they have a pretty good idea.
Farmers in the upper Midwest often get three cuttings of hay during a
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summer. If the weather is right, it grows back after the first cut and can
be cut again, and often a third time. Dennis and a few others I've talked
with dont cut it the third time, even though they could. The surplus can
be sold, but if the hay is left, it provides good ground cover, returns some
nutrients to the soil, and saves on labor and fuel. "So you always just cut
hay twice and third cut goes to grazing?" I ask Dennis.
Yes. That's another quality of life decision, and right now, I don't
think I need to have that extra feed. I have a guy who will take all the
hay I make—but sometimes it isn't worth it! It's just a decision I
make—I'm not going to cut third crop, so I'm doing some crop im-
provement, and the hay stands last a lot longer! They don't see the
manure, they don't see the cattle, but I have a hay stand that's on its
fourth year and it looks real good. Well, if you give it a rest now, it's
going to yield two and a half, three tons that first cutting. (Dennis
grins.) I shouldn't tell you this, but after second crop hay is done,
which is usually around August 1,1 have between six weeks and two
months where there will be 160 head of cattle and 600-plus hogs—and
fifteen minutes of chores in the morning. (By the time he finishes the
sentence, we are both laughing.) It's the systems that I set up that allow
me to do that.
"/ wont tell" I say.
Ah, I don't care.
"/ may write about it, but I won't tell."
Dennis just laughs.
It's time for me to go. "Thanks, this has sure been a treat!"
Yeah, for me too. If you have any questions, just give me a call.
As we walk across his field to get to my car, Dennis tells me about his
shortcut back to Red Wing. He waves as he starts back across the field
toward the cattle, and I head north on the gravel. As I drive, I think about
what I've heard here, feeling better than I have for a while, sitting at
home reading documents about the World Trade Organization and
NAFTA. And I know why.
I think about a phrase that cropped up several times this morning:
"the right thing to do." I've heard Dennis use it before today, and he used
it more than once or twice while talking specifically about his farm on
today's tour. It's not exactly un-self-conscious, but it is so offhand that I
know it is not meant to call any attention to itself or to Dennis. It is just
the truth: "I think this is the right way," he says. "I've thought about it,
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and it seems like the right thing," he says. I don't know all the meanings
that phrase might have for Dennis, but I've heard it in enough different
situations that I know he isn't talking just about the right thing eco-
nomically. "I could probably make more money if I farmed in other
ways," he says, "but I think this is the right way." Though he doesn't say it
directly, Dennis uses that statement in ways, and in settings, that reveal a
kind of ethical choice he's making. It is the right thing for the soil or for
the pasture, the right thing for his animals—meaning they are happier
and healthier. And I think about his pleasure in seeing them that way, his
interest in just watching his pigs, thinking about what they are trying to
tell him, what he might learn from them, how he can look into their eyes
and tell if they are ready to farrow. I hear again the way he talks to his
cows when he moves among them: whether they are newborn calves or
nearly finished, it's that same even-toned but often teasing voice, often
accompanied by his lopsided grin, that I've also heard him use with
Ralph and other friends.
Ultimately, I suspect, Dennis believes these are the right things to do
in order to be the kind of person he sees himself as, an image of his own
integrity that he wants to uphold. "They were going to pay me $ 1,800 for
that, but I told them I wanted to forfeit that I did it for less than the
grant." It's an image that matches the one Jefferson had of an indepen-
dent yeoman farmer. Now, as I write this at home, I can see Dennis wince
and squirm at such high-faluting ascriptions of character. But if I weren't
sure I was right about this, I wouldn't put it down. "Sorry, Dennis," I say
to him in my mind, "but we all know you're no saint, so don't worry
about it."
I've not heard other farmers use exactly that phrase as often as Den-
nis does, but I've heard similar expressions from others often enough.
Somewhere in his introduction to field days on his place, Art Thicke uses
the same words each time: "We're interested in healthy soil, healthy ani-
mals, healthy humans." I think of Lonny Dietz telling me a year ago,
"We've got our wildlife area now, row crops, trees planted, prairie resto-
ration. Set up a whole-farm ecosystem. It's all necessary." He clearly
thinks this seems like the right thing to do. So I never have to wonder
why it is that I leave these farms newly buoyed, hope restored, happier
than when I came. So many are trying to do the right thing on this place.
How could I not be inspired by that?
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CHAPTER 8
They Say Eating Is a Moral Issue
BILL McMILLIN
When I drive in, Bill McMillin asks if I wanted to take the Mule for a
quick tour. I say sure, so we start out on the four-wheeler down his lane,
with mowed grass lawn to left and right, cross the highway that divides
his property, then bump along his neat contour strip. From where we
stop, we can see his contour strips and two other farms. It isn't his strips
he wants to show me. He points across the big coulee to a field of corn,
not his, with rows running right up the hill. Every row has a gully in
it—some of the channels much wider and deeper than others—and the
spring mud is pooled in the low places, drowning all the vegetation and
running off downcountry to drain both topsoil and chemicals into the
streams that eventually flow into the Mississippi, ultimately feeding the
toxic bloom that kills fish in the Gulf of Mexico.
Bill begins considering his own farm, in view of these other places.
To go back, our farm, I think I got it right, was homesteaded in 1850. So
you go back to the early 1800s, and you can imagine what this was all
like. And then you kind of think about what's happened since then. We
don't know a lot about what happened in those early years, but you can
probably go back with some certainty to when they started the conser-
vation districts. At some point, the government programs came on and
the government got involved in agriculture. Since then, you can just see
how government policy is affecting what's happening to the land.
Like this farm over here (pointing at a cornfield across from our van-
tage pointy on the edge of his contour strip). When I was a teenager, it
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was in the soil bank, so it was all planted in grass. So if you look back,
these headlands around here . . . the last twenty years they've been
planted just like that, the corn or beans right up and down the hill, and
there have been ditches eroding just like that. Every one of those rows
has a ditch in it. You can't see it very well, but every row has a ditch in
it. Yet the government keeps paying. But [the owner] doesn't farm the
land himself; he rents it to a guy who raises a lot of crops. You got to
wonder about having some discretion about who you rent to.
Bill has an expansive, comprehensive view of the connections between
things, a sense of the broader ranges of ecology beyond the immediate
area.
I don't know the science exactly, and the numbers just amaze me,
and I see what's happening every day. When I farm next to this, I see
this. And now the hydrologists, they're figuring out that it's having less
land in grass and alfalfa that's breeding some of these severe thunder-
storms we've been having. So it's all tied together. All the systems I
hear about are circular, and they either feed each other in a healthy
way, or else they ultimately destroy themselves. That seems so appar-
ent. I can't understand why someone would buy into a system that is
going to defeat itself. Probably a lot of it has to do with the system we
were taught growing up. Who knows? My system is probably not sus-
tainable unless we can do something about receiving a fair price for
our product. That's part of it too. If we have to keep increasing the
number of cows all the time—a 10 or 15 percent increase per year just
to maintain ... [our] standard of living—that's not sustainable either.
Maybe if you've got flat land and stuff, you can do it without the ero-
sion, but you still have the pest problems, and you still have the pur-
chased inputs, so in the end it's maybe not as destructive as this we're
looking at, but it's not sustainable either.
Bill is a careful observer of what is happening to the land. He's been
looking at this soil, these creeks and rivers, these hardwood groves and
rocky outcrops for years. He has a timeline in his mind.
To go back to what I was talking about before, somebody drew a line
on a map and split this hillside into two farms. Each farm has its own
history. Like a set of identical twins that are placed in different foster
homes shortly after birth. They each have their own experiences that
shape them. Some of their experiences may not be good, and they leave
them with deep scars. This place is different from the one next to it.
Bill gestures to another farm a bit farther away, pointing out the split
between the farms. They have fared differently over the years, depending
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on who owned or rented the place, alternating between good practice and
poor practice.
So there was this line here, in time, and then you think about gov-
ernment programs and the SCS [Soil Conservation Service], and see
how it's affected the land, and see how the changes of ownership have
affected the land—like I said, the one guy had it all in the soil bank,
and then the next guy put it into strips. . . . Then there was a farmer
who planted it all into grass, and he wanted to be a cowboy and he was
going to raise cattle there, and that was good for the land. But there
wasn't enough money in it for him to do it, so he put up the hog build-
ings you see there. Then the whole farm was plowed up for row crops.
At one point, there was a guy raising cattle, and then he wasn't making
it, so then he found some investors and he built this pig setup, and at
the time they built that, that was a fairly big pig setup. . . . That's the
point it all got turned into corn and beans, so obviously the soil took
a hit then, when that ownership changed. And then Carl Polhad
bought it. He owned it for five or six years, and then he sold it to the
present owner. He is a private owner, and he's a nice guy, but he's in it
just to raise pigs, and he's doing a good job with the pigs, but the mar-
kets have been so low he couldn't compete with the big guys. Now he
rents the land out, basically to whoever pays the most. I talked to
him—he had some of it for sale a year ago—and my brother-in-law's
looking for some hunting land, and I asked him, "Well, if you're going
to sell it, could some of it be seeded down?" Well, no, he needed a con-
tract to haul the manure on it, so you really couldn't seed it down ei-
ther, so the confinement operation and the idea that it all has to be
plowed up kind of go hand in hand. They have to have a contract on
so many acres to haul the manure.
So there's no hope for the land in that system, not on that farm. The
only way would be if somebody could contract with enough neigh-
bors and then put some strips in there, but usually, most farms' ma-
nure about fits their number of acres. And it takes a lot of acres to
clean out that storage over there. But I mean, there's a story there, and
it's about how federal policy affects the land. And across the valley is
this other neighbor with a different system for raising hogs and taking
care of the land. His farmland is the twin with a happier experience.
The erosion we're looking at seems to give Bill physical pain. His reac-
tion is one more of us should feel, whether we are farmers or city folks.
This is the country equivalent of an urban drive-by shooting. There is
unnecessary death loosed here, and, soon or late, it kills humans as well
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as fish. Without some depth of feeling on all our parts, the soil will wash
away, the chemicals will continue downstream, and the government pro-
grams touted to be helpful will too often work out poorly or not at all. The
programs are rarely based on farmers' actual experiences but on a bu-
reaucratic or academic idea of what should work everywhere. Bill tries to
affect that.
I've been bugging people about a very simple fix for those head-
lands. I mean, I've talked to the conservation people. I was on the soil
and water district board for six years. I talked with the guys down
there: "Can't we have a pilot program where the headlands are planted
into grass?" And they say they're in compliance on the contour there,
and because the headlands are only a small part of the field, they say,
"Well, they're probably in compliance."... And their soil-loss formula
. . . they changed it a couple years ago, and the current formula just
doesn't reflect what's happening on the land.
So my idea was to pay them to seed down those headlands and just
keep it that way, permanent cover. I haven't been able to get very far
with that at all either, and it, it kind of bugs me. Such a simple pro-
gram, I think it'd give real good returns for the dollars spent. The
farmer wouldn't really lose anything. He'd be getting paid basically the
income he might have off that, and he's saving the land and he's saving
the water. So I went to the Minnesota Department of Agriculture, and
they gave me the telephone number of a program in Washington.
There was actually a program where you could seed down. On the
contour you'd have a fifteen-foot grass strip, and then on the head-
lands you could have a fifty- or sixty-foot turnaround. Somebody in
Washington changed that; instead of allowing the area office discre-
tion to have a fifty- or sixty-foot strip, they limited it to fifteen feet for
turnaround. You cannot turn around in fifteen feet! And I called them
up, and they said, "Well, we have determined that fifteen feet is enough
to filter the water." So see over there? Where the water's running down
the hill? That fifteen feet over next to the fence—you can see the water
doesn't go through that fifteen feet. And everybody in the offices
knows about it, and they're all talking amongst themselves, but I think
they're afraid to lay their jobs on the line and say, "You've got a big
problem; somebody made a stupid mistake, and let's get it fixed."
Everybody up and down the road talks about that place over there,
and even the guys at the soil and water office and the SCS, but it just
seems like people are afraid to stick their neck out at all and try and
make change, although I know of a couple of cases where they de-
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clared a farmer out of compliance. The farmer appealed, and the peo-
ple above our local officials did not back up the locals, so it didn't do
any good; the farmer was paid anyway. So it's not just one failure in the
system. There are several failures. I think they see what's happening;
they know it's wrong, but they just aren't able to make themselves
work to change things.
I was wondering, you know, do we have a democracy, or do we just
have the economy, the consumerism, basically a free market? That runs
the country, I think. People don't make decisions; the market decides.
At some point, we have to decide what kind of system is going to re-
place it, because this system can't last forever, just because of the way
we consume. We're consuming all our resources. So the government
encourages people with their policies to spend money, not to save
money. It's all spend, spend, use stuff up. You just can't keep going like
that. We keep having more people, and it's just like this pig farm over
there: it drives itself into the ground; it's bent for destruction the way
it's going. Well (he grimaces), that was my venting on that subject.
Bill starts the Mule up again, and we bump back over to his place, sit-
ting on the Mule to talk, comfortable in the mid-June sun as we continue
to visit. We are parked between the barn and the house, and Bill's thoughts
go back to his place and issues he wants to work on here. I ask Bill how he
sees his farm twenty years from now.
As for the future, I don't plan on milking cows many more years. If
I found someone who was interested in working into it or wanted a
couple of years learning experience, I would go that route. The runoff
thing is something I will probably do regardless, because if I am going
to use the silos, I will need to. But that's not a sure thing. I mean, I
might decide to quit milking dairy cows and raise beef or heifers, and
do it all on just grass. If I could figure out the way to do it with the
stocking and keeping the animal numbers and everything, I'd like to
see the whole farm grass. But I'm not certain; it's not easy to do it,
keeping the numbers to the grass, 'cause as the seasons change, it takes
more numbers, and that's where the silos come in handy. If you get a
drought, you've got the stored feed, and it works real good that way. So
the other option is maybe this side of the highway put all into grass,
and the other side maybe raise some feed, forage, whatever. So I see it
being a livestock farm, but I don't see it being a dairy farm.
My wife doesn't want to sell the farm; she's made that clear. I prob-
ably don't either if it came right down to it. It's home; I grew up here,
but. . . Years ago, like ten, fifteen years ago, I was thinking what I would
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like the future of this place to be. . . . It would be nice to have a place
either for beginning farmers or to do experiments. At that time, I
thought that when I got to the age that I am now or a few years be-
yond, that I would maybe have all the money I needed and be able to
just donate it. Now (laughing ruefully) I'm not sure I'm going to have
it. I mean, you don't know how much you need, really. You don't know
about the Social Security, and you can't rely on that too much. So I'm
not sure. But if something would happen to Bonnie and me, I would
still see that as my first choice, to see the farm go towards something
like that. I would want it to be a working farm that teaches or experi-
ments with methods that are sustainable and that're going to protect
the land and help young people get started. So I would see it going
more that direction.
It seems agriculture changes more rapidly than many industries, in-
cluding even the computer technology trade. I ask Bill if he sees some
good changes happening among the farmers he knows.
One good change is getting away from chemicals. That's kind of
where the SFA [Sustainable Farming Association] got started years
ago. They've kind of moved away from that a little bit, but if there are
that many interested in it, maybe they need to get back into that a lit-
tle. Land Stewardship set up a program, the Stewardship Farming Pro-
gram. So there were fourteen farms, and they did experimental
projects. And that was learning how to cut back on chemical use and
learning how to do intensive grazing, that type of thing. There was a
lot of interest in it, and there were a lot more than the fourteen farm-
ers who wanted to participate, so that's how the Sustainable Farming
Association got started.
Art's got an impressive place, and boy, the numbers—I mean, it
seems to be really working well for him, and he's going against a lot of
the principles that a lot of the established grazers are going by. That's
really interesting to see what he's doing, to see what happens over the
years
I see more and more [people speaking out], even university people,
and maybe they're just a small percentage, but I hear some of them
speaking out anyway. A county agent had a column in the paper a
month or so ago—and you know county agents are just people—and
said that we have to start looking around now and see what's happen-
ing, or what we like now, what we love, is going to be gone before we
know it, and it's going to be too late to change things back. So it's good
to realize that some of them see what's happening and are willing to
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speak out a little about it. Some of them don't. It gets real frustrating
when some of them just talk the company line, the way it seems.
They're looking at it as "This is what's happening, and you can either
be a part of it or you get out, and you can't change it." I look at it as
"Where do you want to be?" and you take steps, no matter how small
they are, to get where you want to be. You can make sure you're going
that direction rather than taking steps that you think are wrong No
matter how small the steps, then, at least if you're going in the right
direction, you're making progress.
Well, the corn and beans thing, I mean, the inputs that are required
for corn and beans, they're all kinds of limited resources, and we're
losing the soil; we're paying the farmers, then we're exporting it over-
seas, usually at a loss; I mean, the government subsidizes exports.
What is the sense in that? It's totally flawed. I don't know if Monsanto
and Cargill and those people are writing the legislation, if they're so
big that the legislators are afraid to do something that's going to hurt
them. I mean, I debate too, a little bit. If we had a president that was
really able to change things around, what would happen to our econ-
omy? I think it is strong enough that it would bounce back, but there
might be some pretty lean years, and those people that have their
money in retirement funds would probably really get hurt bad. It's
sort of like making the transition from conventional farming to sus-
tainable farming, where it's not as profitable for a year or two but then
comes back. Trying to create an economy that works for the whole
world and for the land and for us, you may have that same kind of
trough for a few years, but after that, it seems like it would have to
work better. I guess we need to try. We are obviously not headed in the
right direction now.
If you can keep that outside influence out, you know, the big cor-
porations ... That's something else I struggle with a lot. I don't know
how religious a person you are, but I struggle with our system and
how it seems to be at complete odds with our religion here—the
survival of the fittest versus what you're taught, whatever religion you
are. They simply don't mix. I was at a Farm Bureau county convention
in the mid-eighties. I joined to see where they were coming from. At
the time, I was county NFO [National Farmers Organization] presi-
dent, and trying to work with them and get some cooperation going.
And that was the time when there was a law that a person losing the
farm had right of first refusal to buy it back. Farm Bureau was op-
posed to that, and the churches came out in favor of it, and the county
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Farm Bureau president made the statement that the churches should
stay out of this. I said, "Isn't part of what churches do supposed to be to
provide guidance, or provide a path on which to lead your life?" [Some
people] claim to be religious, and yet they have this survival of the fit-
test policy that flies in the face of everything weVe learned from reli-
gion.
Have you seen some of the stuff that Catholic Rural Life has put out?
Boy, they've put out some pretty strong statements, oh yeah. They say
that eating is a moral issue, that people have a right to healthy food,
food produced in a sustainable manner. They put out a lot of brochures
and literature both on the way that animals are raised and on food. I
don't know how wide this is. This is the Catholic Rural Life in Minne-
sota and Wisconsin. I don't know how big an area this covers.
I am impressed by how often conversations with farmers veer to church
or religion. Bill brings his own thoughtful attention to how religion might
affect the way he lives, or agriculture as a way of life.
I was raised Catholic, yes, but am not so much a practicing Catholic
now. I have a problem—my wife's Lutheran, and she's very Lutheran,
and we talk about original sin. I think if you believe the story of the
Bible, I think the world was basically a paradise until original sin, and
original sin changed everything. My question is, Do the consequences
fit the crime? You see everything that is happening in the world today,
and if all that is happening [is] because of original sin, I don't think
that's right. Even the U.S. Constitution has a little higher standards
than that. So you go back to the Old Testament, and the God of the
Old Testament was always leading the Israelites into battle. I don't
know. But then there's the rest . . . from Jesus on, and I struggle with
that. I don't have the answers. But I don't think it is as clear-cut as
some people think it is. Some people don't like to question things. You
know, if I was raised a Muslim, I would be a Muslim probably, or may-
be the same kind of Muslim as I am a Catholic. People are what they
are raised for the most part; most don't change very much. Makes you
wonder.
I've been pretty involved in trying to get farm groups together and
farmers working for collective bargaining, but there's a part of me that
struggles a little bit with that too, because collective bargaining is, for
the most part, size-neutral, and I don't want to do something that
makes it so the big guys can just keep getting bigger and still keep forc-
ing out the small guys just because of the numbers issue, the economy
of size. So I talked with Dr. Levins, the ag economist at the university,
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quite a bit about that, and he says, "Well, you get enough guys working
together enough, then you can limit yourself a bit, limit growth, and
do that," but I am not convinced that it would work that way. So that's
one kind of gray area or dark area in the whole collective bargaining
thing that I am not sure about, but I don't know what else farmers can
do. I mean, you either do that or you rely on the government, or you
go down the tube.
So, somehow, we have to replace what we have with something bet-
ter. And it's not going to happen overnight; there's got to be that tran-
sition, like we talked about before, where it's going to be difficult. But
I think the talks really need to get started, and I'm sure they are [in]
some places, but I don't know if there are enough people coming to-
gether to make things happen. You just can't keep this consumerism
going where you just spend and throw stuff away and bury it or burn
it and... You just can't do it. At some point, people have to realize that.
You can't keep losing forty or sixty tons of topsoil every year, twenty
years in a row. You have to stop and say, "That's enough."
And maybe [at] some point, you know, back to the religious thing,
we're all maybe brothers, or we're all related, at some point on this
planet—and maybe we're faced with it now and don't know it—the
environmental crisis or ... some other kind of crisis, some asteroid
comes toward us from outer space . . . But maybe we have to work to-
gether as one, and work to solve our problems and think of this as our
world; this [is] all we have, and we have to start working to save it.
We have been sitting on the Mule for this conversation, and it is time
to move, stretch out the kinks, and say goodbye. Bill has a trucker coming
to take some calves; I need to head for another meeting. I tell Bill thanks
and get into the car.
I leave the farm thinking about Bill's last comment: "But maybe we have
to work together as one ..." Both our science and our religion agree with
Bill that we are "all related, at some point on this planet," whether it be
by DNA or faith or some profound sense of care for this place and love
for all creatures that arises from a source we cannot name. I'm grateful
that there are farmers, folks in any profession, who think that way, who
know that we have to work together. That is not only a sign of hope. It
also means that there is still plenty of good work, meaningful work, to do
in this world, and we can rejoice, take refuge, even find solace in that.
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CHAPTER 9
Farming Connects Us All
Every story has a context, akin to an ecosystem. That ecosystem includes
its history, its environment, and its cultural and social context. This
chapter, along with the chapters in part 4, provides our farm stories with
their context in the state, the Midwest, America, and, in a small way, the
rest of the agricultural world. Everything discussed, no matter how far it
may seem from Minnesota, Kansas, Iowa, Texas, New Hampshire, Ohio,
or California, is part of our farm story, influencing present circumstanc-
es and practice.
Ecosystem, then, is an appropriate name for such a context, for the
first insight of sustainability is that everything is related. Further, our
connections with the rest of the earth, with other species, and with
plants and rocks and stars are not simply genetic or chemical or physi-
ological. They are also temporal. So the ecosystem in which agriculture
is embedded includes not only the present context of farming; it also
includes a historical context, extending into the deep past. There are few
contemporary farm issues that do not have ancient roots, sometimes in
cultures foreign to our own. And every good farm practice put into use
today creates a story that bodes well for the future. All those stories, past
and present, impinge on our own. Farming offers us a comprehensive
view of the larger culture that cuts across every concern we have in cre-
ating a sustainable society: poverty, the environment, racism, even finding
and cultivating a meaningful life rather than a merely prosperous one.
Agriculture is one of those great cultural intersections where environ-
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mental concerns and social justice issues, including the economy, come
together and play themselves out for good or ill.
THE FALLING ARCH STORY
Ecologists today use the term "keystone species" to designate a critical
animal or plant, like the center stone in an arch, without which a whole
ecosystem would collapse. David Henry, an ecologist at Kluane National
Park in the Yukon Territory, makes a very convincing argument that the
keystone species in boreal forests, for example, is the arctic hare. Then—
a Jack Benny pause—"unless it's the red squirrel," he closes, with a mis-
chievous twinkle. The difficulty in pinning down the keystone species
may be one of the reasons the idea remains controversial.
Even if the concept is controversial in ecology, I think there is a key-
stone in our cultural practice that is easier to identify. Agriculture, not
the usual economic markers of our prosperity, is the keystone for the
whole culture. Our best markers are not the gross domestic product and
the gross national product; nor are they contemporary technology, in-
dustry, stock markets, or transnational corporations, most of which we
could survive very well without. We have survived far longer without
computers than we have with them, but we cannot survive long without
a viable agriculture that produces healthy food. So the real marker of the
state of the union may well be the health of our farms and our soil, the
keystone essential to the whole culture. We'd like to think that Internet
technology is the course of the future, but without healthy food and food
security, which can come only from healthy soil, we have no future. The
big-profit corporations like Monsanto, Cargill, Archer Daniels Midland,
and ConAgra cannot provide us—far less the world—with healthy food
or food security. Pesticides and herbicides and chemical fertilizers can-
not provide us a food-secure future; the folks who make, own, and mar-
ket the pesticides and herbicides, and the food they make possible, don't
plant anything but test plots. Sustainable farming practices, however,
may provide us both healthy food and food security, especially if they are
combined with an alert consumer culture that understands the impor-
tance of healthy food, the dangers of processed foods based on indus-
trial models, and where that healthy food comes from locally and how it
is raised.
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Ancient as it is, farming has always been a difficult and uncertain life.
Some talk now of a farm crisis, as if farm crises come and go. Others insist
that the crisis has been going on at least since World War II and that fluc-
tuations in farm income are simply brief respites from the ongoing de-
cline in the number of small farms and the increasing expenses and
diminishing profits that provide the real pattern of farm life. The Farmer
Summit, a group of farmers from the upper Midwest brought together by
the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy at the University of Min-
nesota in 1998-2000, holds that the current difficulties facing farmers are
but an extension of older crises. Indeed, there is evidence that the farm
crisis has been going on from the earliest days of agriculture.
Lucretius, the old Roman poet and philosopher, perhaps understood
the nature of limits better than we do. He composed his epic poem On
the Nature of Things in approximately 100 B.C., but it sounds as if he is
describing our current dilemma: "At length everything is brought to its
utmost limits of growth by Nature. . . . This is reached when what is
poured into the veins of life is no more than what flows and drains away.
Here the growing time of everything must come to a halt." He adds, "Al-
ready the life-force is broken." The earth, in his view, was already past its
prime. This was not a passing observation but something he had thought
through. Lucretius believed that nature no longer produced enough food
to nourish itself, let alone humans. The earth is like an old person, he
thought, whose calories no longer provide the sustenance necessary to
energize a hale and healthy body. Like an aging human, the earth did not
seem able to lift nourishment into the "veins of life" to maintain its vital-
ity. Some of Lucretius's comments about agriculture in his time make
current conversations among farmers sound like echoes: "Already the
ploughman of ripe years shakes his head with many a sigh that his heavy
labors have gone for nothing: and, when he compares the present with
the past, he often applauds his father's luck. . . . He grumbles that past
generations, when men were old-fashioned and god-fearing, supported
life easily enough on their small farms, though one man's holding was
then far less than now."1 Despite the apparent age of agriculture's prob-
lems, farmers have hung on and survived and kept food on our tables—
at least some of our tables—for about ten thousand years. Today's crisis
may seem more sophisticated and complex, but that is probably what
farmers in Lucretius's day thought too.
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Behind our efforts to understand these issues lies an assumption
that we will survive these times too. Yet some people closer to the issues
than I am are not so sure things will work out. In late 1999,1 met with a
U.S. Department of Agriculture agent in South Dakota. We sat in a truck
stop filled with crowded shelves of trucker gear, empty paper cups, the
clatter of dishes, and the drone of conversations. The agent told me he
believed the difference between the farm crisis of the 1980s and our cur-
rent circumstances was that "in the eighties you could see tiny holes, little
lights at the end of the tunnel." Stirring sugar into truck-stop coffee so
weak that, if you held it to the light, you could read the license plate
numbers on cars at the pump outside, he continued, "If you could hang
on and had a little luck, you could crawl toward one of those and find it."
But not any longer: "This time it's just curtains. It's a dead end; there's no
escape." Mike Rupprecht, the Minnesota cattleman who farms near Al-
tura, knows the feeling. "I think we're doomed," he says. Mike Schuth,
who has lived, farmed, gardened, and worked for agricultural agencies in
Wabasha County all his life, when asked about the future of agriculture,
says bluntly, "There is no hope. I don't see any."
Neither of these Mikes sees himself as a sign of hope that contradicts
his gloomy view, but each of them is. And I have found many others in
southeast Minnesota who are creating a future for agriculture, and for us
all, by adopting good practice. Further, there are many small farms in the
region that are making it: growing healthy food, keeping healthy ani-
mals, restoring soil health, finding niche markets, working the farmers'
markets in our small towns and cities, and paying their mortgages as
well. And many of those farmers are leading satisfying lives that, though
they may be stressful and filled with hard work, are also rich with pur-
pose and meaning. If some of the news about agriculture is depressing,
we need to face it and understand why.
A STORY OF HARD NUMBERS
One can understand both Mikes' concerns, for the generalities that can
be drawn from the statistics in our time are well known and deeply fore-
boding. I toured one Midwest county with a farmer who was born there.
He pointed out the reality as we drove the back roads, past empty barns
and useless silos: "This guy's not milking anymore. That guy isn't milk-
ing anymore. The one over there with five silos, he doesn't milk any-
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more." The USDA reported that total farm receipts for midwestern
commodities in 2000 were the lowest since 1994. The total for 1997 was
$207.6 billion. In 1998, it dropped to $196.8 billion, and in 1999, it fell
below $192 billion. Crop receipts, including those for wheat, feed crops,
and soybeans, were all down in amounts ranging from $2.5 billion to
$15 billion. The only farm activity that was almost holding its own was
livestock. In that area, receipts in 1997 were $96.5 billion. They fell to
$94.5 billion in 1998 but came back a bit in 1999.2
For decades, urban incomes have risen and rural incomes have fall-
en. Even in recessions, when urban incomes fall more sharply than rural
incomes, the gap remains. In an article in the USDA's Rural Conditions
and Trends, optimistically titled "Rural Areas Show Signs of Revitaliza-
tion," author Peggy J. Cook concluded that revitalization seemed to be
occurring only in some rural counties and that, "despite a slight decline
during 1993-1994, the percentage of rural people with poverty-level in-
come in 1994 remains higher than in 1979 and 1989." Cook went on to
acknowledge that, "during the 1990's, the rural-urban gap in real per
capita annual income remained approximately $6,000 or greater while
rural nonfarm jobs in 1994 paid $8,093 less than urban jobs." The Center
for Rural Affairs reported in 2002 that "only one county among the poor-
est 50 counties is a metropolitan county, and many of the poorest 50
counties are very rural, agriculturally dependent counties. For the fifth
year in a row (1996 to 2000 data), the rural Great Plains can lay claim to
being the poorest region in the nation." And the USDA's 2002 agricul-
tural census revealed that while the market value of agricultural goods
was rising slowly, production costs were also rising, often at a higher rate.3
Factor in the rising debt load, and at some point, the cost of production
exceeds market value produced. The farm then becomes a small boat in a
storm, with a hole in the hull and water lapping over the stern.
The data released by the U.S. Department of Commerce in Novem-
ber 2002, as reported in Agri News, were equally chilling. Those num-
bers showed that just twelve states received a larger share of personal
income from farming than from unemployment payments in the second
quarter of 2002. The year before, there were thirty-four such states. Dur-
ing the second quarter of 2002, seven states, including Minnesota and
neighboring Wisconsin, had overall losses from their farms, with Min-
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nesota showing a loss for the last two quarters. The year before, no states
had shown losses. But more deeply disturbing were the numbers Agri
News did not report, covering the data from 2001 through the second
quarter of 2002. Minnesota began 2001 showing total farm proprietors'
income at $271 million. The state's farm proprietors' income fell every
subsequent quarter, to -$58 million in the first quarter of 2002 and to
-$917 million in the second quarter. With the exception of the final
quarter of 2001, non-farm income rose steadily, from $10.42 billion to
more than $11 billion. Minnesota farmers' personal income for the same
period also showed a decline, from $778 million to -$380 million,
whereas non-farm income during the period rose steadily, from more
than $163 billion to more than $169 billion.4
Many of the remaining farmers or their family members—mostly
spouses and kids in high school—work off the farm more than two hun-
dred days per year. Not all of those who work off the farm do it because
they need the cash to keep the farm going. Teacher Sue Rabe, for exam-
ple, says, "My work is different, and I do it because that is what I'm sup-
posed to do with my life." But for others, working in town is a desperate
attempt to keep the farm. Low prices for agricultural products and new
demands for money for health insurance, equipment, and other necessi-
ties mean that the only way to sustain the family is to increase the size of
the farm. As Peter Rosset, then codirector of Food First, a nonprofit or-
ganization that works on hunger issues, said, "It just takes more acres to
produce the same income." The consequence is not simply that some
farm family members are working in town; many families are leaving the
farm altogether. As in our economic life in general today, the big get big-
ger and the small get shoved aside. In farming, as the number of acres
planted in commodity crops increases, the number of farms declines.
Jeff Gorfine, former chair of the Experiment board, put it as a series of
questions as we rode through the country in his car: "You got a farm bill
that's essentially business as usual for the next six to ten years. So aren't
there going to be more people off the land ... and isn't there going to be
more of a land grab? I mean, aren't more people going to be pushed off
because there's going to be more commodities?"
Perhaps such losses don't matter to others. Perhaps losing a farm
doesn't mean much to anyone except the folks who lose one after gen-
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erations in the same place. After all, the land will probably still be used in
farming—unless it's near urban sprawl, in which case it may be taken by
a developer bent on high-cost (and higher-price) homes.
But many do feel a sense of loss, as shown in a story about Harry
Truman that Peter Forbes tells in his book The Great Remembering. Tru-
man grew up on a farm. After he retired from public life and returned to
Missouri, some developers prevailed upon him to say a few words at the
dedication of their new shopping center, called Truman's Corner. When
the time came, Truman, seventy-three years old and using a cane, mount-
ed the lectern and discovered that the shopping center was built right on
the old family farm. He began,
It is a pleasure indeed to be present on an occasion like this. It gives a
family a rather bad case of homesickness though. This farm has been
in the family nearly 100 years . . . and then we've been right here on
this farm since 1905 as a home residence. My brother and I have plant-
ed and plowed corn and wheat and oats all over this acreage here. It's
now being turned into this wonderful business center. We certainly
hope that it is a successful one, because while we would have liked very
much to keep the farm as a home and have run it as a farm, we know
very well that progress pays no attention to individuals. We don't want
to stand in the way of progress, but that still doesn't keep us from be-
ing rather homesick for the places we knew when we were children,
when we were three and five and two years old.
Truman rambled on a bit and then got warmed up again by his sense of
loss. One can imagine the expressions on the faces of the developers
whose new center was being honored as Truman thumped his cane on
the floor and said, "And when I get false teeth and get bent over, you'll
hear me pounding on the floor and telling the kids what a wonderful
place this was before these birds ruined it."5
Nevertheless, the farms continue to go, their disappearance aided
and abetted by increasing acres of commodities and federal policy. The
Land Stewardship Project reports that acres planted in corn in Goodhue
County, Minnesota, increased by approximately 20 percent between
1987 and 1997, while soybean acreage increased 80 percent. In the same
time period, the number of farms went down approximately 19 percent.
USDA figures show that, in the same ten-year period, the number of
farms lost in Winona County was 197, while Dodge County lost 156.
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Though the number of farms has declined steadily since the end of
World War II, the 1980s saw a big hit. In Goodhue County, according to
the USDA, the number of farms went from 2,849 in 1950 to 1,686 in
1987. Winona County suffered the same trend, with farm numbers go-
ing from 1,904 to 1,174. Dodge County took the biggest hit: from 1,712
farms in 1950 to 830 in 1987, a loss of more than 50 percent.6
The time frame from 1950 to 1987 generally correlates with a period
when corporate industrialists, agricultural economists, university faculty
members, policymakers, and government employees did their best to in-
fluence farm policy so that one-third of American farm families would
be forced off the land and thus available for factory work in town. (See
"The Role of Federal Policy," below.) The increase in commodity crops
coupled with the loss of small farms is not going to end soon. Gyles Ran-
dall, codirector of the Southern Experiment Station in Waseca and a
soils scientist at the Southern Research and Outreach Center, estimated,
"In ten years, Waseca County will have ten farmers raising 170,000 acres
of corn and soybeans." But I am not so sure. American taxpayers, under
the false impression that all farmers, small or large, have their hands out
for subsidies from the government, will not long continue to underwrite
federal farm bills that sound like special giveaways that other workers do
not receive. Newspapers reported at the end of 2003 that Vice President
Dick Cheney had insisted that new farm supports be stricken from the
draft of the Republican platform.7
Another problem with the system as it stands is that it depends en-
tirely on chemical pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers, all of which are
short-term fixes that kill the microorganisms in the soil, rendering it es-
sentially dead. Chemical mortuary services cannot disguise the death for
long. Further, the higher production and lower chemical use promised
by such products as Roundup Ready soybeans and genetically modified
corn have not been borne out in studies. A final problem is that our ag-
riculture continues to be hugely dependent on oil, a short-term resource.
Oil prices have now ballooned, but they will eventually diminish because
there will be too little oil left to support entire industries, and its value
will dissipate.
Who would continue to buy into a system with such problems? And
who will suffer the most? My guess is that it will be those who have pros-
pered the most under the present system: the biggest agribusiness com-
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modity producers. Who will survive? Not the industrial giants, but the
smaller farmers who have kept input costs down, avoided the chemical
rat race, and maintained a diverse operation with animals, ample pas-
ture, and healthy soil: in short, those who produce healthy food. For
now, they are often limited to local markets and community-supported
agriculture. But if they can hang on—and they have survived to this
point, even without federal support—the agricultural world will be
theirs, for without cheap and abundant oil, everything in the culture will
again become local.
WHY SHOULD WE CARE?
Why should the rest of us care if farmers are leaving the land in droves?
Or if farmworkers live with poverty and ill health? Why should someone
in Poughkeepsie or San Francisco care what happens to a small farm in
Indiana or Kentucky? For the most part, America's farmers and farm-
workers are out of sight and out of mind. True, they are more visible in
some areas as tourist attractions, as in Pennsylvania. But too often, tour-
ists look at farms on their weekend drives into the country as if they are
visiting museums, not understanding much about the practice, politics,
or economics of real farm life.
If we can raise enough food with fewer farmers, a common assump-
tion, and if chemicals can increase production and decrease the rampag-
ing pests, another common assumption, what difference does a decrease
in the number of farmers make? Why should anyone in Rochester or the
Twin Cities care? Gyles Randall reports, "I was asked that very question,
'Why should I care?' by a member of the audience after a talk I gave in
Rochester, and it comes up in some form when I speak in the Twin Cities
or other urban centers." There are important reasons to care and to be
informed as best we can about our farms. The real problem is that much
of the general public, and many members of Congress as well, put stock
in a set of myths: that larger farms are more productive and efficient,
that farming is about raising commodities, that chemicals can fix every-
thing, that export markets increase farm income. The facts, as far as I can
discern, indicate that all those notions are simply false.
Rather than lament federal farm policy, which is easy to do, we might
raise questions that will help us see behind the myths: Can we have via-
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ble metropolitan and small-town lives with fewer farmers? Are larger
farms really more productive? What are the impacts of monoculture and
of chemical agriculture over the long haul, not only on the land but also
on our communities? Recent research indicates that larger size isn't nec-
essarily more productive or efficient and that commodity crops don't
really pay without government subsidies. Further, reports on export val-
ues and farm income show that the greater the exports, the greater the
gap between corporate export income and farmgate income (what farm-
ers receive for commodities sold). So what are the real issues that farm-
ers, and we, have to face?
TWIN MYTHS
One of the driving forces in agriculture is the apparent necessity for in-
creased farm size. Productivity and efficiency are the main selling points
for industry and the heart of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce's pleas for
endless growth. And productivity, efficiency, and large scale are more
realistic in the sense that it takes more acres, in this era of depressed farm
prices and increased demand for new necessities like health insurance, to
support a family. "Depressed prices, not increased productivity," says
Food First's Peter Rosset, "is what cost us our farm families and smaller
farms." But Rosset sees more to that picture. Indeed, we are just begin-
ning to understand how to measure productivity. The traditional mea-
sure, still in use in some indexes, is yield, the production per acre or
hectare of a single crop. The highest yields often come from monocul-
ture, planting a single crop in a large field. But in recent years, the
definition of productivity has shifted, even in such circles as the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, and we have begun to rec-
ognize that yield is not as effective a measurement as total output.
Measuring only single crop yield makes larger farms appear more pro-
ductive than they actually are, says Rosset. Larger corporate farms tend
to produce only one crop and little if anything else, getting as much
acreage into corn or beans as possible, whereas smaller farmers, both
in the United States and around the world, produce various grains,
fruits, vegetables, and fodder, as well as animal products, including
meat, cheese, and leather for hides.8
Total output, Rosset explains, provides a more accurate assessment
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of productivity, for it accounts for all that the farm produces instead of
measuring a single crop. Examining USDA data and using total output
as the measure, Rosset found that smaller farms out-produced larger
farms; indeed, the smaller the acreage of the farm, the more productive
it was. The 1992 U.S. agricultural census showed that the average four-
acre farm grossed $7,424 per acre and netted $1,400 per acre. On aver-
age, farms over six thousand acres grossed $63 per acre and netted $12
per acre. Every level of increased size beyond four acres, Rosset found,
reduced both the gross and the net income. Farms of "27 acres or less
have more than ten times greater dollar output per acre than larger
farms," reports Rosset. Among the reasons he cites for the higher pro-
ductivity of smaller farms are greater land-use intensity, greater labor
intensity, the use of "non-purchased inputs," and more efficient use of
other resources, such as forests and aquatic resources. A synonym for
land-use intensity and labor intensity is efficiency. Multiple cropping
and more effective irrigation practices also contribute to the greater pro-
ductivity of smaller farms.9
The most productive American county east of the Mississippi, ac-
cording to Rosset and others, is Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Its an-
nual gross sales of agricultural products amount to $700 million. An
additional $250 million comes from tourists who love visiting the beau-
tiful, traditional small-farm landscapes. One factor that makes this pos-
sible is Lancaster County's large Amish and Mennonite population; the
county "is dominated by these small farmers who eschew much modern
technology and often even bank credit," says Rosset. He cites Dean C.
Ludwig and Robert J. Anderson, who contend that Amish and Menno-
nite farm communities in Pennsylvania offer a model for local, "indige-
nous development": "Instead of placing emphasis on the highest or
global level of competitive interaction," they argue, this model "starts at
the bottom and places emphasis on the development of strong, indepen-
dent, semiautonomous regions with unique identities." This is just the
opposite of the direction taken by most of our agricultural corporations,
which aim first at export markets, where more and more economists say
the United States cannot compete. It is also contrary to our free trade
globalization, which puts corporate agriculture above even our national
sovereignty. Other nations, Brazil, for example, have greater natural soil
resources and lower production costs. Studies show that each year of ris-
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ing agricultural exports has shown a corresponding net decline in U.S.
and Canadian farm prosperity. Shannon Storey, president of the Cana-
dian National Farmers Union, says, "The traders and the corporations
make more from it [farming] than the farmer does." Western Producer
notes, "Behind Storey's complaint is the reality of a growing gap between
trade growth and farm income. While the value of food trade increased
140 percent from 1989 to 1998, net cash farm income increased just five
percent. . . . Farmers, it seems, have not been able to trade themselves
into prosperity."10
The Pennsylvania Amish communities are notably self-reliant, yet
"their economies are market oriented and highly successful." They trade
extensively with the outside, are good stewards of the land, and, espe-
cially telling, "their members find a great deal of meaning and centered-
ness in their work. While their economies are market based, they are
highly diverse and integrated rather than fragmented, cooperative rather
than competitive, based on value added rather than on commodity
products, and dedicated to reciprocity more than dominance." These
farmers feature the local market first and turn to export markets only
when they have produced enough to sustain the local community. All of
this conflicts with much of the prevailing wisdom of our urban citizens
and flies in the face of conventional agriculture as well. Ludwig and An-
derson conclude that these farmers' overall practice does not follow con-
ventional wisdom and, indeed, appears to reverse it.1l
One difficulty for those outside such systems is that there is a dis-
connect in our economy between productivity and income. We do not
reward the more productive farmer with an eye on strengthening the lo-
cal or regional economy or on following the best conservation practices.
Instead, via a succession of farm bills, we reward the less productive
farmer who has an eye on global markets and prevent his or her gaining
any rewards for good conservation efforts. Indeed, as Larry Gates, a
farmer and Minnesota Department of Natural Resources hydrologist,
points out, "It's not just that we don't support conservation with our
farm bills; we penalize farmers who seek to conserve soil, prevent runoff,
and follow good conservation practices." Thus the average farmer on 158
highly productive acres has an annual income of $8,690 and gets noth-
ing from the farm bill, whereas the farmer who produces and nets far less
per acre on his 6,000 acres makes more than $70,000 per year, much of it
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subsidized by federal farm legislation. There is not much doubt about
which income is preferable, and therefore which farm size is preferable,
for many producers. Neither is there much doubt about which size is
more efficient or which is around for the long term.
In farm country, we have talked of economies of scale for years.
What that generally means is that larger is not only more productive but
also more efficient. With larger acres, reduced fencerows, and ample
space for bigger equipment, we think we can create those economies of
scale that mean greater efficiency. Neither the history nor the numbers
bear this idea out. In a speech to the Wisconsin State Agricultural Soci-
ety, Abraham Lincoln said, drawing, as he often did, on his own experi-
ence, "The ambition for broad acres leads to poor farming, even with
men of energy. I scarcely ever knew a mammoth farm to sustain itself,
much less return a profit on the outlay. I have more than once known a
man to spend a respectable fortune on one; fail and leave it; and then
some man of more modest aims get a small fraction of the ground and
make a good living from it. Mammoth farms are like tools or weapons
which are too heavy to be handled. Ere long they are thrown aside, at a
great loss."12
In our time, the most widely accepted definition of efficiency has
become total factor productivity. Through mechanization, larger farms
may reduce labor costs, for instance, but there are other measurable fac-
tors that impinge on efficiency, including land, inputs (especially pur-
chased inputs), capital, and debt ratios. According to Rosset, when
economists looked at the total factor productivity of small farms in oth-
er parts of the world, including sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, Mexico, Co-
lombia, and Honduras, they found data from the 1960s onward that
revealed greater efficiencies on smaller farms than on larger farms. How-
ever, that pattern is less clear in the United States. Rosset speculates that,
here, smaller farms are less efficient than they might be because they
cannot "make full use of expensive equipment." Large farms, on the oth-
er hand, are less efficient because of "management and labor problems
inherent in large operations." They may also be less efficient because of
the nature of heavy equipment, which harvests large fields in less time
but leaves more grain in the field than older methods. Peak efficiency in
the United States, therefore, is likely to be found "on mid-size farms that
have one or two hired laborers." Rosset cites Willis L. Peterson, who
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found that, when data from surveys were corrected for a number of bi-
ases, advantages of larger farms found by some scholars "disappear, while
there is evidence of diseconomies as farm size increases." Rosset con-
cludes, "Even in the United States there is no reason to believe that large
farms are more efficient, and very large farms may in fact be quite inef-
ficient" (Rosset's emphasis).13
There is another aspect to the efficiency myth. Profit ultimately
comes not from efficiency but from economic power. That is the secret
of the transnational success. Richard Levins, a former agricultural
economist in the Department of Applied Economics at the University of
Minnesota, points out, "Mergers and acquisitions have been the princi-
pal ways by which agribusiness has increased the size of its participants."
The importance of those mergers and acquisitions is that "increased size,
in turn, leads to greater economic power." Efficiency is not part of this
equation. "Those processors having the greatest economic power will be
more profitable than those having less economic power. Similarly, prof-
its available to suppliers will be claimed by the most powerful among
that group."14 In fact, our system not only encourages power and ineffi-
ciency but rewards them.
Large-scale agricommerce has other costs that are not included in
the economic analysis. The loss of biodiversity is one such loss, a factor
of primary importance. It seems to be one of the legs on which com-
modity agribusiness stands, with its required pesticides, herbicides, ge-
netically engineered seed, and sterile fencerows. Is it a rule of thumb that
the larger the farm and the larger its corporate market, the more it tends
toward monoculture? Or does it only seem that way? I asked Deborah
Allan, a soils biologist at the University of Minnesota, about diversity. "If
you were going to make a real simplistic list of good practice, just the
easiest things anybody could do that would create a fine farm, what
would be on it?" She pointed out some benefits of diversity that out-
weigh costs and losses. Her response came from working directly with
farmers in southeast Minnesota. In part, she said,
just keep trying to get as much diversity of materials as you can, by
doing rotations or by using cover crops, but you want different kinds
of plant materials, different quality, and you want fibrous, rooted
grasses, like oats, in the rotations. Dennis [Rabe] uses that. And he'll
say, "I don't get any economic benefit out of these oats, but I get such
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huge benefits that it's worth every penny I spend to put them in there,
just because of what they do for my farm." That's a great way to think!
So the grasses, the legumes in rotation for cover crops are giving
you the nitrogen-rich materials. Diversity of input, of biological in-
put, reducing tillage as much as you can, and keeping permanent cov-
er on the landscape— All the old stuff, the old conservation practices:
contour strips .. .
So what is more productive and more efficient? Where does the best
hope for the future lie? The loss of diversity defeats us all in the long run,
but public policy helps us garner the short-term economic gain, essen-
tial to many farmers, by using techniques that destroy diversity. If creat-
ing and sustaining diversity is productive and efficient in the long haul,
how do we create public policy that encourages that? There was a time in
agriculture's history in America when soil conservation and farm policy
went hand in hand. Soils and Men, a 1938 USDA yearbook, is very clear:
The earth is the mother of us all—plants, animals and men. The phos-
phorus and calcium of the earth build our skeletons and nervous sys-
tems. Everything else our bodies need except air and sun comes from
the earth.
Nature treats the earth kindly. Man treats the earth harshly. He
overplows the cropland, overgrazes the pastureland, and overcuts the
timberland. He destroys millions of acres completely. He pours fertil-
ity year after year into the cities, which in turn pour what they do not
use down the sewers into the rivers and the ocean. The flood problem
insofar as it is man-made is chiefly the result of overplowing, over-
grazing, and overcutting timber.
This terribly destructive process is excusable in a young civilization.
It is not excusable in the United States in the year 1938.15
It was possible once for federal policy and soil conservation to be mutu-
ally supportive. Is it possible in our time? The question of whether we
have the intelligence and integrity to make that happen again is huge. It
includes the question of what we want to stand for in America. Do we
want to stand for a sustainable culture, or do we want to stand for a cor-
porate empire, which inevitably has a short lifespan? Thus far, those
questions remain unanswered, though a majority of our elected repre-
sentatives appear to have chosen the latter.
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REWARDING INEFFICIENCY
There is a certain irony in all this. One tenet of our economic system is
that the market will reward the most productive and efficient worker or
business. We have known for a couple of hundred years that this is not the
case, but it makes currently profitable businesses look good, so we con-
tinue to say it. For more than fifty years in America, we have rewarded less
productive and less efficient farm practice, crippled local economies, and
stripped rural communities of their economy, vitality, resources, and so-
cial capital in the process. There is no doubt that small towns go the way
our small farms go. The agricultural economists' rule of thumb is that for
every seven farms we lose, a retail business closes its doors in an adjacent
town. Whether this is folklore or fact, the decline in rural farm popula-
tions is inescapably connected to diminished rural communities, a no-
tion we will look at in some detail in the next chapter.
There is also no doubt that, though corn and beans can be grown
with reduced soil loss and fewer chemicals, large fields of corn and beans
have led to marked soil losses and a concomitant pollution of streams
and groundwater. Successive farm bills have encouraged such soil waste
and have propped up farming practices that would otherwise bankrupt
any practitioner. Large fields can be contoured and can include water-
ways. They can utilize strategies like no-till, intercropping, and rotations,
and leave fencerows with abundant habitat for small game and birds.
Often, as we have seen, they do not.
The data on crop production for corn and beans make the picture
very clear. In Illinois, for example, in 2005, the market value of corn was
$1.95 per bushel; the cost of production was $2.95 to $3.21 per bushel.
Similarly, the average market value of soybeans was $5.50 per bushel; the
cost of production was $6.39 to $7.35 per bushel. Moreover, costs of
production were higher in Illinois in 2005 than in 2004 by 5 to 11 per-
cent, depending on the region of the state where the commodities were
grown. According to Farm Economics Facts and Opinions, "Higher crop
(fertilizer, seed and pesticides) and fuel costs were the main contributors
to the total cost increases, although interest and land costs also increased
in 2005— Generally speaking the same expenses that increased for corn
also increased for soybeans."16 This pattern in corn and soybean com-
modity production—costs of production that are higher than market
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values—has been in place for years and is one of the reasons that the
farm bill price supports for corn and beans are essential to the survival
of their growers. Because they receive federal payments, corn and bean
growers continue to grow the same commodities.
Because both corn and soybeans are row crops, neither provides
much ground cover during this region's season of heaviest rains. Erosion
is apparent on the gentlest slopes. Since soil is the base of every culture's
economy, such soil losses impoverish the entire culture—a cost we all
pay equally, farmer or urban resident, rich or poor, and a cost that the
development of bio-fuels, which requires more bean production, will
only exacerbate. Will the fuel efficiency and cleaner air that bio-fuels
promise outweigh their costs in energy, bean production, soil loss, and
stream pollution? In 2004, Tad Patzek, a chemical engineer who teaches
in the Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, conducted a study of energy inputs in
ethanol production. He concluded that it cost more energy to make a
gallon of ethanol than that gallon provided. The American Coalition for
Ethanol complained that his estimates were based on outmoded ethanol
technologies no longer used, exactly the same argument the industry
used when a 2003 study by Cornell agronomist David Pimentel showed
similar results.17 No one knows for sure who is right—and not many
have asked—and yet we plunge ahead.
Those dollar figures, grim as they are, do not factor in the additional
losses caused by such inefficient practice: soil loss to erosion, the impact
of chemicals, the pollution of regional streams, the toxic bloom in the
Gulf of Mexico, and the loss of habitat for birds and small animals, such
as meadowlarks and cottontails. So the notion that we have a system that
rewards productivity and efficiency is simply a myth with which we de-
lude ourselves, a cloak behind which we can nurse our denial that poor
practice is as destructive and as inefficient and unrewarding as it really is.
Meanwhile, we continue to reward poor practice and inefficiency with
our tax dollars and our federal farm bills.
COLLATERAL DAMAGE
Whether one sees the current situation as new phenomenon or old, the
numbers that come from the USDA, the Census Bureau, and the Depart-
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ment of Commerce, as well as anecdotal information, all point to the
idea that farming is getting harder rather than easier, that world trade as
it is now organized is harmful not only to independent producers but to
regional trade centers and small towns, and destructive of our social and
economic institutions. When war kills noncombatants, we speak of col-
lateral damage. Our farm stories also reflect collateral damage, as both
ecosystems and humans suffer. Both are often mere bystanders, wound-
ed by industrial and trade movements too large and fast moving to con-
tain. The connections between us and the environment make this a
matter not of environmental rhetoric but of survival for our human spe-
cies as well as others. The damage may be unintentional, but, as in war,
the pain is real, and the casualties are more often civilians than soldiers.
A Story about Natural Systems
One of the indicators of the interrelatedness of everything and the cost
of new inefficiencies in our industrial-scale agriculture is the impact that
the heavy, less efficient harvesting equipment now used in the Midwest
has on the lesser snow goose populations nesting in the Canadian Arctic
and sub-Arctic. What does that have to do with farming in the Midwest?
This traditional migratory waterfowl from the sub-Arctic used to winter
on the southern Gulf Coast. The heavy equipment that now does the
work of harvesting has left larger amounts of grain in the field, however,
and that increased food supply is one of the reasons that the geese have
begun to winter as far north as North Dakota and western Minnesota.
The population of the lesser snow goose has escalated dramatically. Natu-
ral History explains, "The bounty of food from agricultural sources, com-
bined with reduced hunting, cut goose mortality rates in half during the
last twenty years." Other factors, such as warmer than normal winters,
may also have contributed to the population increase. By at least one es-
timate, the lesser snow goose population is growing 5 percent per year.18
This may be a natural fluctuation in population, but our Western science
has not been in the area long enough to know. If it is part of a natural
cycle, it seems clear that midwestern farm practice exacerbates it.
Back in the sub-Arctic, this larger population is eating itself out of
existence and, in the process, destroying its own nesting grounds. In
1968, the "colony of snow geese nesting in the willow and lyme grass
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fringes of the coastal salt marsh at La Perouse Bay near Churchill, Mani-
toba, numbered fewer than 2,000 pairs." By the spring of 1990, there
were 22,500 nesting pairs, which increased the colony's size an addition-
al 90,000 goslings that summer. Under that population pressure and the
loss of grasses, "inorganic salts move from underlying sediments to the
bare surface, raising soil salinity to as much as three times that of sea
water," write the authors of the Natural History article, Robert Rockwell,
a professor of biology, and K. F. Abraham and Robert Jefferies, both bot-
anists. Ultimately, the plants die, the shoreline dries, vertebrates die or
leave, the feed for other shorebirds is lost, and "nothing is left but dry
sticks."19 Both the geese and their environment become uncounted col-
lateral damage, never included in the profit and loss statements of our
industrial-scale farming systems or our systems that contribute to global
climate change.
Larry Gates tends to take a long view. In a conversation about the
geese, he points out that the current phenomenon may simply be part of
a longer cycle than biologists have studied. "Perhaps the population ex-
plosion and subsequent crash," he speculates, "is only a season in a long
natural cycle. When the geese are reduced again, the tundra shores will
come back, the snow goose population begins to rebuild, and the cycle
starts again." For now, the snow geese do what U.S. farmers did from the
eighteenth century till the 1930s—they move on when the old place
wears out. Snow geese now go to less degraded breeding grounds to nest,
just as we once moved to less degraded farmland. By the time all the suit-
able nesting places are used up, "large stretches of coastline will have
been destroyed, and numerous other species will have lost their feeding
grounds."20 The decrease in efficiency in large farming practice clearly
has ramifications that we did not anticipate—even broader impacts than
those on the economy, the immediate environment, and farming, none
of it recorded in our cost accounting. Collateral damage does not magi-
cally turn into collateral when you go to the bank for a loan.
The Worst Conditions of Any Workers
Here at home, the more that small farmers have to struggle, the less able
they are to take care of those who work for them, while the large food
processors use their economic clout to squeeze the summer workers,
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many of them migrants, who wield the knives and operate the machin-
ery in their plants. The National Agricultural Workers Survey found that,
"over the period of the 1990's, with a strong economy and greater, in-
creasingly widespread prosperity, farmworker wages have lost ground
relative to those of workers in the private, nonfarm sector." Between 1989
and 1998, "the average nominal hourly wage of farmworkers has risen by
only 18 percent (from $5.24 to $6.18), about one half of the 32 percent
increase for nonagricultural workers." Over 60 percent of all farmwork-
ers "had incomes below the poverty level." Thus the "median income of
individual farmworkers has remained less than $7,500 per year," while
that of farmworker families was under $10,000 per year. The Center for
Urban and Regional Affairs at the University of Minnesota reported in
2001 that the average wage for the approximately twenty thousand to
thirty-five thousand field workers in Minnesota was $5.50 per hour, and
that "field jobs that paid more than $5.50 were rare." Most of the farm-
workers were immigrants; 81 percent of them were foreign-born, and 95
percent of those were from Mexico.21 An Oregonian who had left New
York to get away from racism and violence told me that he was shocked
at the overt racism expressed about migrant farmworkers in the West.
"At least in New York, among educated folks, the talk about race would
be disguised or discreet. Here they just say right out, 'Those damn Mexi-
cans,' or whatever."
Yet it is no exaggeration to say that American agriculture depends on
migrant labor. Without it, industrial agriculture would collapse, which is
one reason agribusiness vigorously resists unionization, with its atten-
dant risk of strikes. Despite legal efforts to improve the conditions under
which migrant workers live and work, migrant workers' lives remain
perilous. Baldemar Velasquez, founder of the Farm Labor Organizing
Committee, says bluntly, "Migrant farmworkers suffer probably the
worst living and working conditions of any workers in the United States."
As recently as 1990, migrant farmworkers picking onions in Oregon
earned about eight dollars per day, though owners had an elaborate sys-
tem to prove they were paid the minimum wage. Onion workers there
filled one-peck burlap bags or wooden crates with onions, working un-
der a sun hot as that in the slave South, in a climate so dry that the con-
stant wind sucks two liters of water per hour from the human body.
These are issues of special concern to the upper Midwest too. Though it
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is not a region strongly identified in the popular mind with migrant la-
borers, twenty thousand to thirty thousand migrant agricultural work-
ers are employed in the Red River valley region of northwestern
Minnesota and the eastern Dakotas, and still more work the fields and
processing plants of central and southeastern Minnesota.22
Agriculture is, by any measure, a hazardous field. A 1988 study found
that ag workers had the highest incidence of work-related deaths: Be-
tween 1977 and 1987, the number of combined deaths per 100,000 in-
dustrial workers was 11. For agricultural workers, it was 52.1. Mine
workers were a very close second, with an average of 52. There is, how-
ever, a tremendous difference in organizational clout between high-risk
farmers and miners—in 1987, our government spent $100.67 million
dollars on mine safety and $0.49 million on farmworker safety. Workers
in our food processing industries, many of whom are migrants, have the
highest rates of job-related injury and trauma of any workforce in the
country. In Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-American Meal, Eric
Schlosser cites startling U.S. Department of Labor statistics showing that,
in 1999, "the incidence of repeated trauma injuries in private industry
was 27.3 per 10,000 workers; in the poultry industry [mostly migrant
workers] the rate was 337.1." Schlosser continues, "In the meatpacking
industry [also with a high percentage of migrants] it was 912.5."23
Migrant workers also have higher rates of many diseases than other
farmworkers, and far higher rates than the general population. The Na-
tional Center for Farmworker Health identified the following occupa-
tional hazards for farmworkers: accidental deaths and musculoskeletal
injuries from heavy and repetitive lifting; respiratory illnesses and der-
matitis from exposure to pesticides, dust, plant pollen, and mold; ob-
structive lung disease linked to livestock and grain work; skin disorders;
eye injuries; infectious diseases caused by poor sanitation and poor
drinking water; urinary tract infections caused by lack of access to toilet
facilities; and possible cancers from pesticide exposure. Many pesticides
pass through the skin very easily, and they can cross the placenta to im-
pact the fetuses of pregnant women who work in the fields. Definite cor-
relations between pesticide exposure and birth defects have been found
among farmworkers, including facial clefts, spina bifida, anencephaly,
and neural tube defects. Dina Schreinemachers of the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency studied rates of birth defects in wheat-growing
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counties in Minnesota, Montana, North Dakota, and South Dakota. In
all, 85 percent of the acreage was treated with herbicides. Children who
were conceived between April and June, when herbicides are applied,
"had an increased chance of being diagnosed with circulatory/respira-
tory malformations" compared with children born the rest of the year. In
addition, infant deaths from "congenital anomalies significantly in-
creased in the high-wheat counties for males but not for females."24 The
tragedy is that many pesticide-related illnesses and deaths could be pre-
vented by reducing on-farm pesticide use and by increasing bilingual
pesticide safety education and training.
Such impacts are not limited to migrant workers. Sandy Dietz, who
farms organically, told me,
I walk with a friend whose husband has cancer. She knows it is from
his handling of chemicals. She gets angry and has to get away, and so
we walk. She told him that stuff would kill him. Doctors can name the
stuff that did it, she says, but they do nothing. She finally had to get
some counseling. But hospitals are dependent on the pharmaceutical
companies. They have them in their back pocket. And they are the
same companies that are producing the ag chemicals. It's just the food,
the overprocessing. There is so much heart disease, and so few people
controlling everything.
Sandy asks, "What kind of competition is that, that does so much harm?"
Mike Schuth and his family have farmed the hills above Wabasha for
generations. "Just think with the cancer rate and stuff," he says. "It's just
the same pattern over and over again. And who's putting all these chem-
icals out here in the land? Monsanto. And the worst part, now they're
down in South America doing it."
Perhaps we could weigh these human health losses against real gains
for agriculture through the use of pesticides, a kind of grisly cost-benefit
analysis. Measuring the loss of human lives against costly retooling is
common in large industries—automobile production, for example—
that assume a certain number of injuries and deaths as a normal part of
doing business. But the tragedy of pesticides is exacerbated because the
pesticides may be counterproductive. The herbicides generate "super-
weeds" that cannot be controlled by the herbicides we have, and pesti-
cides may have toxic effects on those who use them. In a 2004 study,
Charles Benbrook, former executive director of the National Academy of
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Sciences' Board on Agriculture and Natural Resources and now an inde-
pendent consultant, reported, "Weed scientists have warned for about a
decade that heavy reliance on HT (herbicide-tolerant) crops such as
corn, soybeans, and cotton, would trigger changes in weed communities
and resistance, in turn forcing farmers to apply additional herbicides
and/or increase herbicide rates of application." In the three or four years
prior to Benbrook's study, that was already happening to Roundup Ready
crops. In sum, Benbrook writes, "All GE [genetically engineered] crops
planted since 1996 have increased corn, soybean and cotton pesticide use
by 122.4 million pounds or 4 percent." In 2005, the use of human sub-
jects, including children, in pesticide tests by corporations was revealed
in a congressional report highly critical of their methodology. The bot-
tom line of these health conditions is revealed in the statistics related to
life expectancy and infant mortality. From New York to Oregon, the av-
erage life expectancy for Latino farmworkers in the United States is
forty-nine, compared to seventy-three to seventy-nine for the rest of the
population. Infant mortality for this same group is 25 percent higher
than for the general population.25
These issues are worth exploring at some length because American
agriculture is more dependent on migrant workers than it is on herbi-
cides, pesticides, and chemical fertilizers. There is ample evidence in our
agricultural experience that we can grow great food—even greater,
healthier food—without those things. Yet we'd have little food at all with-
out migrant help at every step of the way, from clearing the land to plant-
ing, cultivating, harvesting, and processing.
In southeast Minnesota, Centro Campesino, an organization that
seeks to improve the conditions of migrant workers, often sees its mem-
bers in housing with no potable water. Some housing options have no
cooking facilities, prohibit families, and require married couples to live
in separate trailers. If families wish to meet and eat together (a powerful
ritual in the culture), they must do so in the city park. Another camp I
have seen offers housing with broken windows and sagging doors. Even
with the provision of such poor housing, there is not enough room for
all the workers. Many cannot afford town housing, and local residents
have been known to simply shut their doors in the faces of Latino cou-
ples who answer newspaper ads for rental space.26 The only alternative,
then, is to sleep in the car. Kathryn Gilje, an Anglo and one of the found-
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ers of Centre Campesino, has experience with migrant workers in Texas,
New Mexico, Iowa, and Minnesota. "The housing here is worse than in
Texas or New Mexico," she says of Minnesota. Apparently, "Minnesota
nice" extends only so far.
Main Street in Owatonna, Minnesota, which lies between two rows
of older buildings, mostly red brick, has a nice, historical feel to it. To the
right is a central city park with tall maples and oaks, and on summer
weekends, a farmers' market displays homegrown organic foods and lo-
cally produced, value-added canned goods, honey, and handicrafts. Peo-
ple from all over the area visit, walking from display to display, buying
the week's vegetables.
Across the street, I make my first visit to Centro Campesino, going
through a narrow entry to climb a wide stairway and turn into the of-
fices. A half-dozen spaces are crowded with people and equipment. On
workdays, the place is a buzz of soft voices, computer hum, and activity.
On one wall is a framed collage of Cesar Chavez, Robert Kennedy, and
others from the halcyon days of organizing in the sixties and seventies.
In one of the tiny offices, Kathryn Gilje introduces me to Consuelo Reyes
and Victor Contreras. As the months pass, I will get to know others on
the staff as well. Though both Consuelo and Victor have good English
language skills, they are more comfortable with Spanish. My Spanish is
limited to the standard greetings and an occasional daring phrase to
show my ignorance, like un poco, so Kathryn translates for us.
Kathryn and Victor started Centro Campesino in 1997 to organize
Latino migrant agricultural workers in the Owatonna area. Both now
work full-time for the organization. Consuelo was a volunteer "founding
mother" of Centro Campesino; after being trained, she came to work in
the office, just a few months before my visit. By now an old hand, Con-
suelo organizes workers and works with youth. She provides Friday and
Tuesday afternoon programs in Mexican culture and leadership develop-
ment for children in kindergarten through eighth grade, including pro-
grams on Spanish language, Mexican history, and current events. They
call it Club Latino. Some Anglo kids also participate, which she appreci-
ates; it seems to be a good sign of sympathy and support. Kathryn, Con-
suelo, and I sit down in a tiny office to talk, and I ask about Club Latino.
We do this because we want the kids not to forget life in Mexico, and
to learn about it, and to keep their language.
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Consuelo sounds much like Eskimo and American Indian families I
knew in Alaska, talking about their languages: they want their children
to know both. But there is no bilingual program in Owatonnay and no
prospect of one. Many of the children come to school as monolingual
speakers of Spanish. Because the students are trying to learn content and
concepts in a language they do not understand, the teachers sometimes
think they are not very bright.
I worry about that. My littlest girl—I have two and one on the way—
is very sensitive. The teacher asked the class one day to draw a picture of
a slide. My daughter drew a nice picture of a slide with steps and a long
curved slide. The teacher drew a big red X through it and said, reprov-
ing, "This is not what I asked for." It turned out that she had asked for a
drawing of a sled, sliding on snow.... My little girl felt bad.
I ask if Consuelo did anything about it, an effort I knew would require
a certain courage.
Yes, I went to talk to the teacher, and told her that she might have
pointed out that it was a nice drawing of a slide, and that what she had
really wanted was close to that, in the language, but different.
"Did it make a difference?"
(Consuelo laughs.) Well, she said she would try to work on i t . . .
But it seemed clear that the concession was made grudgingly, and
Consuelo did not expect things to improve. I learned they didn't until
later.
It's better this year, now that she, my daughter, is in second grade
and has more language.
Consuelo organizes the Club Latino program, but she also wears many
other hats, as is common in many nonprofits, where folks tackle whatever
needs to be done at the moment. Centra Campesino provides daycarefor
workers' children, and that is another of Consuelo s responsibilities. She
also works on the legalization of immigration status for workers and with
the Centra campaign to make worker policies at Chiquita Foods, the local
processing plant, more humane. When not organizing, Consuelo is in the
office, answering questions and passing out information to drop-ins.
Many people come here from southern Texas, where they are re-
cruited and brought here. They are humble, honest people, looking
for work. There are approximately 350 migrant workers in and around
Owatonna.
Of those workers, 330 are members of Centra Campesino. There are
also about sixty Anglo "friends" ofCentro Campesino, who want to help,
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if only by contributing money to the cause. Centra's funding comes from
both foundations and individuals. Memberships cost five dollars; friends
pay thirty dollars.
The work has brought some good results. There is a carpet in the day-
care center, some appliances in the kitchen, and a bathroom. It took some
serious negotiations, but some changes have also been made to workers'
housing, including hot water in individual housing units and a storm
shelter, which is important in this country of destructive twisters. But
another setback came the year after they won those concessions.
The canning company fired most of the workers who worked for
change.
And wages remain very low. The starting wage for migrant workers is
still $5.75, though union employees who do the same work receive a high-
er wage. Consuelo has been through the mill with migrant work, and she
tells me about working for the Iowa Beef Producers plant.
I've lived that experience. They treat workers very badly. They are
like slaves.
Kathryn has done some organizing work in Iowa too. She says, "Storm
Lake is a scary town. We'd have a meeting in someone's house and the
police would just keep circling around it as long as we were there!' But it
seems that things are not all that much better here in Minnesota. In my
first conversation with her at Centra Campesino in 2002, Kathryn said,
"We want to see changes in the housing. We've opened an office in Mont-
gomery. Green Giant houses people in trailers there. They are divided by
gender: seventeen to twenty-one men in a trailer, seventeen women in
another trailer. Husbands and wives cannot be together. No kids are al-
lowed. Workers are charged $3 per day per worker for the facility. There
is no water and no kitchen. There are centralized bathrooms in a separate
trailer. In Warsaw, a camp not controlled by Seneca, workers are charged
$350 to $700 for a room about twelve by twelve [one side of a sort of du-
plex shack, it looks like in the picture Vm shown] with no bathroom and
no cooking facilities. There are two toilets in another nearby shack, with
the sewage running out on the ground about twenty-five feet in front of
the trailer!' Part of the dilemma is that trying to get the company to pro-
vide better housing can prompt retaliation, as Consuelo points out.
They shut the housing down, and then people have to sleep in cars.
They have no place to go People ask us why we stay. But our work-
ers come from the poorest parts of Texas and Mexico. They come hop-
ing to make a little money so they can send it home to their families,
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and because they want their children to have a better life. They think
they will find it here, and so, in spite of the difficulties, we stay. We
have to sacrifice something for the sake of our children.
/ comment on the way people in Mexico City walk in the park on
Sunday afternoon, how they hold hands: men and women, men and
men, women and women, and all the kids, and how they put their arms
around one another.
Yes, the culture is more free, happier.
"More flexible," says Kathryn.
The workers who do not stay year around go home in the winter,
and their children get to see that life in Mexico, see how families live
and know that happiness. But we have to recognize that we will be
staying here. Our children are born here. We have to keep working.
Victor Contreras has been involved in Centro Campesino from the
beginning. Earlier, when I asked Kathryn how she learned Spanish so
well, she smiled, pointed at Victor, and said, "From him." I ask Victor
about migrant workers in the region, and his response is a neat lesson in
both history and social justice.
Migrant people started coming into this region in 1910. This area
shows up in the records from the 1920s. In the beginning, people came
to work in the fields. Now they work in nurseries and processing
plants. Now there are twenty-five thousand to thirty-five thousand
migrant farmworkers in Minnesota.
"It's hard to get accurate data from the state," Kathryn explains.
Parents, kids, singles—they all come. They are mostly Hispanic and
they come from the poorest areas of Texas and Mexico. They come
with a vehicle, a necessity. Here they face a life that is difficult: very low
salaries, very hard work. They work in the spring, picking rocks from
the fields, weeding in the fields. They work four or five months pro-
cessing peas, green beans, corn, and squash.
Victor reinforces what Consuelo said—"These are humble people"—
then recites a litany of difficulties that Centro Campesino works to rectify.
Housing is an area where the corporation does not want to give at-
tention. Our people get asked sometimes, by local folks, why they
separate themselves. But the company places the housing outside of
town. Diseases occur among the workers at a higher rate than the rest
of the population. People barely survive, but the corporations prosper
and grow worldwide. The crew leader, who is often the recruiter who
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goes to Texas or New Mexico to find people and promise them good
wages, sometimes treats people very badly. We know from experience
and from testimony. When you see large fields of corn, you can't imag-
ine the numbers of Hispanic people working in them.
Victor's own experience began in Iowa, as did Consuelo's, working for
Pioneer Seed. His story is not about himself so much as it is about his
father and others:
When working in Iowa with my seventy-two-year-old father, detas-
seling corn, we saw a tornado coming. But the fields were very wet. I
was trying to catch up with my father because I was worried about
him, but it was very hard to run in the mud, and I noticed that the
only people caught out like that, everyone trying to find shelter, they
were all Hispanics out there at that time.
"For us" inserts Kathryn, "detasseling is a right of passage. Lots of kids do
it briefly, for a summer or two, in high school or college—but if you are still
detasseling at seventy-two, and no retirement..." She shrugs, palms up.
Victor describes the beginnings of Centra Campesino.
We know that farmworkers don't have easy access to unionize. Mi-
grants do exactly the same work for less money. When the National
Labor Relations Act was passed in the thirties, agricultural workers
were categorically excluded from protection and forbidden to take
part. We were looking for ways to struggle together. In 2000, we began
a strong membership drive. Our people grew in leadership and values,
and we confronted the company in that year. We won some changes in
housing, things that had not been changed in forty to fifty years. You
can drive around and see the old housing. The history is alive in the
land. There is now hot water in housing. We won a little there. But in
2001, Chiquita would not hire the activists again. We put in a com-
plaint to the National Labor Relations Board. Their attorneys thought
it was an excellent case. Our attorneys thought it was an excellent case.
People came from Texas and Mexico to testify. But in the end, the gov-
ernment didn't move. People stood up and told their story. We lost
against the government and the corporation.
The Centre Campesino effort to get Chiquita to install some hot
water, mentioned by both Consuelo and Victor, worked out well till the
following year. "The next year, those who participated in the protests
that led to the hot water were not rehired," Victor tells me. Further, the
hot water is not potable; it must be boiled or treated for use in cooking.
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Another protest led to a small increase in wages, an increase long over-
due, but when workers came back the following year, the wages were
lowered again to their original rate. Each struggle won seems to mark the
beginning of the same struggle that must be undertaken again, making
migrant workers the contemporary equivalent of Sisyphus, pushing the
rock up the hill only to see it roll back down again.
Yet even here, one finds a hopeful spirit. I ask Consuelo, "How do
you see the future?"
She becomes very quiet for a moment, then responds, "I just see a lot of
struggle In these times it is more difficult now, since September 11."
"What do you do to keep up hope?"
"My hope is here, in the organization. The support we get from one
another, the help we give each other, helps. People really work to help
each other."
When I ask Victor how he thinks the future will be, his response is
terse, realistic, but not in the least bitter or antagonistic.
"Hard There is no support from unions. Schools are not willing
to help our children. The churches do nothing."
"How do you keep iip your hope?" I ask him.
"Talking to people, seeing people react, being able to support people
in their rights. I get the energy from my heart." He smiles, pointing at his
chest.
A month or so later, I go back to take some pictures of housing. Con-
suelo takes me out to the local company housing, which has been much
improved. It is being cleaned up in preparation for the arrival of this
summer's migrants, who will soon appear in pickups and cars, some bat-
tered, others new and proudly shined. A concrete storm shelter, untried
as yet, sits adjacent. The buildings are unadorned cement blocks, small
duplexes lined up in rows. A high chain-link fence surrounds the place.
There are swings, a teeter-totter, and some picnic tables in back. Con-
suelo shows me where the nursery will open in the fall. It has a rug on the
floor, but there is no equipment, and there are no toys. But in one of the
good stories about what happens to workers, this room will be trans-
formed later.
In each tiny apartment, there is a two-burner gas hot plate and run-
ning water. The workers who come to live here for a few months will
bring curtains to hang between the dining-cooking-seating area and the
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beds. There will be a picture of the Virgin of Guadalupe or of Jesus, pho-
tos of family, and a small shrine with a candle. Their belongings will
transform the room from cold and severe to warm and homelike. But
the toilets and showers are in a separate building across the alley, and the
running water in the duplex must be boiled before it is safe to drink.
On the way back to town, I ask Consuelo about going up to Mont-
gomery to take some pictures of the trailer houses there. I have grown
accustomed to her courage, and the courage of the other Centro
Campesino folks, in the face of transnational corporate powers. But now
her eyes get big and she says, "Oh, no. That would not be good for you."
For a few moments, that seems to be it. When I finally press for more, she
adds, reluctantly, it seems, "They do not like to have people looking
around. They would call the police. Maybe this summer, when there are
many people. We could go then, to visit friends. That might be OK."
Later that afternoon, I go to Montgomery without Consuelo and take a
few pictures, feeling cowardly, looking over my shoulder as often as I do
at scenes I want to shoot.
There are Anglos who are helpful and willing to put forth some ef-
fort to make good things happen. C. J. Taylor, an Anglo Texan who had
never been to Minnesota, learned about the barren nursery. She pre-
vailed upon her church members, family, and friends to contribute to it.
Responding to a Centro wish list, she collected toys, furniture, play-
ground equipment, an electric keyboard, cribs, beds, bassinets, soccer
uniforms—so much stuff that she and her husband George had to load
it all in a big U-Haul trailer. She drove the trailer from Salado, Texas, to
Owatonna to deliver it in person and see the facilities for herself, and
then returned to Texas to make a graphic report to her generous Austin
Metropolitan Community Church, other friends, and family. Another
Anglo couple was interested in helping with a new Centro Campesino
housing project in the first stages of development. No land had been
acquired, but Centro Campesino had its eye on some land that would
cost one hundred thousand dollars, which they did not have yet. While
listening to Kathryn's description of the project, Barbara and Erroll
Wendland, also Texans, asked if Centro had an option on the land they
hoped to purchase. Kathryn said yes. Erroll said, "We think you should
exercise that option right away." Kathryn paused, unsure what he meant.
Erroll continued, "We can't help as much as we might have a couple of
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years ago, but if you give us some time, we'll cover the cost of the land
and you can get on with the housing. Meantime, we'll be happy to sign a
note at the bank, if that helps."
These signs of hope, from all sides, indicate that the struggle is not
only worthwhile regardless of the outcome but that the outcome may, at
least in some cases, be better than anticipated. Maybe Centre's dreams
for its workers will yet come true.
THE MIGRANT EXCHANGE RATE
Given the difficulties they face in our towns and cities, what do our mi-
grant workers contribute to the lives, industries, and agriculture in
southeast Minnesota? Fortunately, the Center for Rural Policy and De-
velopment in Mankato provides some hard numbers to answer that
question in compelling economic terms. In the center's report Estimat-
ing the Economic Impact of the Latino Workforce in South Central Min-
nesota, author James J. Kielkopf concludes that migrant workers
contribute more to the economy, and to our own economic gain, than
many of us realize, and far more than they cost in government services.
Even without the agricultural sector, in Mankato and the nine counties
around it, the "total estimated value added to the Region Nine economy
due to the Latino workforce is $484 million per year." Because there is no
documentation of the ethnic makeup of agricultural workers in the re-
gion, it is difficult to put an exact number on their contribution in this
sector. Nevertheless, the study shows numbers for some aspects of Latino
migrant workers' impact on the regional economy. Latino workers in-
volved in the area create 7,800 additional jobs for non-Latinos. The larg-
est employers are in the food processing and packaging companies like
those that Centro Campesino seeks to work with. The workforce in such
plants is about 33 percent Latino. Because the products of a processing
plant are largely for export outside the region, they bring increased
wealth into the region, and the "effect on the local economy is multiplied
because many other local industries serve it and depend upon it for sur-
vival." The presence of Latino workers and their families raises govern-
ment expenditures in the area, reaching $48.3 million in 2000. More
than $24 million of that came from state and local levels.27
There is a perception among some Anglos that Latino folks don't
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pay their way, that somehow they are a burden on the rest of society. Yet
we all cost the government the public goods and services that we count
on. And for our migrant residents, the government does not offer much
by way of extra services. As reported by Consuelo, Owatonna does not
offer bilingual education for Latino children or low-income housing for
migrant families. Yet just in this region alone, migrant workers contrib-
ute $121 million in additional tax revenue, "$45 million of which is state
and local tax revenue." Because their tax contribution is well over double
the amount they cost in government services, "the Latino workforce's
effect on taxes is to cause lower effective tax rates for the non-Latino
residents of the region" (Kielkopfs emphasis).28 In light of the numbers,
it is clear that non-Latino citizens could afford to do more to ease the
discomforts of those who come to work primarily for the benefit of
others—including Chiquita.
Our migrant friends offer us additional important yet immeasurable
contributions beyond economics. Many offer an openness to friendship
that is all the more remarkable given the suspicion and even hostility they
often encounter from others. In my experience, all it took was one smile,
or one friendly gesture, and they were happy to see me again, show me
their lives, serve coffee and food. Their colorful music, their guitars and
maracas and melodic voices, and their rhythmic paintings and posters
have become part of our local celebrations and parades. Their dances en-
liven our public events. Despite their desire for a better life and their will-
ingness to risk everything to achieve it, they teach me how to be patient
without losing my impatience for change. And it is not the least romantic,
or metaphoric, to say that in the cuts and bruises, illnesses and accidents
that our industrial and agricultural systems impose on them, they give us
their bodies as well as their labor in exchange for the low pay we give
grudgingly and reduce even further at the first opportunity.
A SERVITUDE STORY
Agricultural contracts are nothing new—contracts for "specialty grains,
feeder livestock, fruits and vegetables, have been in use for some time"—
but signs of their increasing use are all around us. Darren Hudson, as-
sistant professor of economics at Mississippi State University, writes that
in 1969, only 6 percent of all farms used contracts, amounting to 12 per-
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cent of the value of all agriculture. By 1993,12 percent of all farms were
contracting, and they raised approximately one-third of the total value
of agricultural production. Since that time, the figures have varied only
a little. Why the concern about contracts? Multiple issues face farmers
who contract. All are related to a reduction in income, but a couple have
a deeper, perhaps even more dangerous aspect. The following summa-
rizes various reports on problems with contracts:
• Farming shifts from an owner-operated business to one in which the
farmer becomes another "worker in an industrialized system con-
trolled by someone else," as Neil E. Harl puts it. Those farmers who
cherish autonomy may find that they have little to say about inputs,
buildings, when to feed or harvest. A grower may invest in a particu-
lar kind of barn to house chickens, creating an enormous debt. If the
contract is not renewed, the farmer, Hudson notes, may "thus be
responsible for paying for assets that can no longer be used."
• The economic risks shift from corporate marketers to farm
producers.
• Farmers are divorced from their markets, which are taken over by
large production corporations.
• The winners in the contracting process are the input sellers and
processors who hold production contracts that guarantee them a
steady market for inputs and a steady supply of raw commodities
for processing.
• In contracting, a greater percentage of the profit goes into the seed
supplier's coffers, while the farmer's already reduced share shrinks
even further.
Farmers nevertheless buy into contracts in order to have a guaranteed
income and to reduce risk.29
Gyles Randall has studied farming as a soils scientist and an inter-
ested observer, not only in Minnesota but elsewhere in the United States
and overseas. He described what can happen with contracting:
I remember out in New Jersey a couple of years ago ... with the chick-
en and the broiler production being as intensive as it is out there, there
was some movement by the integrator to put these custom operators
on such a basis that you perform at such a level or you don't get a con-
tract. So they were just jacking them up, and some of those growers
felt that they were being penalized. They went into it for some security
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and a lack of risk, and after being in it for a couple of years, they're
finding out that they've got a hell of a lot of risk involved in it. The
company, they were pretty heavy-handed about it. I didn't get a lot of
sympathy directed to my attention for those farms, or the way they
handled the environment, or the ag economy, or the sociology of the
area. Apparently they're kind of coming around to recognize that
they've got to deal with these issues in a better manner. Capitalism had
kind of gone too far in this case.
Both Harl and Randall might have added that contracting decreases the
risk to the contractors while increasing their income. The basic concern
is a growing imbalance in market power: input sellers and output pro-
cessors gain access to steady markets and thus strengthen their econom-
ic power at the expense of the individual producer and, eventually, the
consumer.
The power of food contracts with megamerchants such as Wal-Mart
further illustrates how the system works. Randall pointed out that Wal-
Mart is now the largest grocer in the world. What Wal-Mart does and
how it does it affects its suppliers, local farmer producers, and its cus-
tomers. Randall told about hearing the CEO of Land O'Lakes describe
the bid process for a contract with Wal-Mart.
He outlined the difficulties in their business in getting the retail con-
tract. He explained that Wal-Mart was out of Cheetos, and they need-
ed cheese for the Cheetos. They put out this bid. They want your bid
for cheese. There were about thirty-three different companies like
Land O'Lakes and smaller that put in bids. After a month or so, Wal-
Mart sent a letter back out to twelve of them saying, "You're in the
running. Sharpen your pencils; we want your cheeses." And they
sharpened their pencils and sent in their bids, and about two weeks
later, they got a letter back. "You are one of three. Sharpen your pen-
cils. Come on in."... It was really this kind of thing, right down to the
hundredth of a cent on these mass volumes. Wal-Mart was able to
squeeze them down because we have in this country this philosophy—
you know—we'll run to Mankato to buy Cheerios because it is twenty
cents a box cheaper than it is here in Waseca. We really are bent on this
philosophy. So Wal-Mart screws down Land O'Lakes, then Land
O'Lakes screws down the farmers, and they reposition their plants,
and it affects all rural America, and the quality of life.
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There are other problems, too. The control exercised by contractors
over individual growers is greater than many realize, and their power is
growing. Farming has always been an intellectual challenge requiring
acute observation and high analytical skills. But now contractors can tell
you when and how to plant your grain, what chemicals to use, when to
harvest, and when to expend capital to rebuild your barn according to
their or their architect's design. Dennis Rabe, redoing his own barn roof,
would be in trouble. You follow the prescription or you lose your con-
tract. In this system, you don't have to know anything about the land and
its characteristics; you follow directions. It's paint by numbers for your
land. As one farmer said, "Any fool can farm under those conditions."
Whether you are foolish or wise, it is hard to prosper when you are mere-
ly following orders. As Ralph Lentz, the rotational grazer from Lake City,
says, contract farmers are not farmers but producers.
Another analogy is that they are not farmers but franchise owners.
In a 1995 article in the Pulitzer Prize-winning series "Boss Hog," the
Raleigh (N.C.) News and Observer noted that hundreds of contract hold-
ers are "the franchise owners in a system that more closely resembles a
fast-food chain than traditional agriculture." Indeed, consolidation of
food processors and America's insatiable demand for fast food compli-
cates production contracting, whether for animals or grain. North Car-
olina's hog population "has more than doubled in four years, and nearly
all of that growth has occurred on farms controlled by the big compa-
nies. Meanwhile, independent farmers have left the business by the thou-
sands." As in many other states, the land-grant university in North
Carolina has long encouraged high production, and the state agriculture
commissioner insists that there is no escape from the corporate takeover
of agriculture. That is the future, in his view.30
The Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society calls this move-
ment the Tysonization of agriculture because it began in Arkansas with
Tyson chickens; it has since been adapted to hogs and cattle. There is
reason for alarm as the process expands. The agriculture society claims
that Tyson's corporate profits rose "14 fold and the company's earnings
per share from 1980 to 1994 ranked them No. 1 among Fortune 500
Companies." Yet despite the increases in profits, Tyson "refused to in-
crease the price paid to growers during the following decade"—even
though the cost of inputs required of farmers increased 50 percent dur-
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ing that time. "Chicken plant workers fared little better," and the envi-
ronment suffered as well. Nitrate leeching and the use of cesspools for
manure storage have polluted streams and caused numerous fish kills. In
2003, cattle raisers sued Dakota Dunes-based Tyson Fresh Meats, for-
merly Iowa Beef Producers, for monopoly practices that "violated the
federal Packers and Stockyards Act of 1921 by using unfair, unjustly dis-
criminatory or deceptive practices or devices; manipulating or control-
ling prices; creating a monopoly in cattle acquisition; or restraining
commerce in cattle." Complaints occurred from 1994 to 2002.31
THE GENETICALLY MODIFIED MESS
Given our recent farm history, it is no wonder farmers have been scram-
bling, grasping for any straws that will keep them afloat. For many, one
of the great hopes on the horizon in the mid-nineties lay in genetically
modified (GM) crops. They promised resistance to insects, higher yields,
and higher quality. "Corn hybrids genetically engineered to express Ba-
cillus thuringiensis (Bt) toxins were developed in the 1980s and were
commercially introduced in the mid-1990s," writes Benbrook. It wasn't
until 1996 that enough acres had been planted to attract attention. By
2001, the number of acres had reached 70 million. In addition to Bt corn,
Monsanto developed Roundup Ready soybeans, genetically modified to
withstand Roundup, a Monsanto-registered trademark for an herbicide
that is sprayed on the beans to control weeds. GM crops became such a
lucrative pursuit that pesticide companies "simply bought all the major
players in the corn and soybeans seed industries," Benbrook says. They
also bought some smaller players. For $1 billion, Monsanto bought an
obscure company called Delta and Pine Land, which owned the patent
on a "terminator gene." "Engineered sterility is not uncommon," explain
William and Ann Cunningham, authors of Principles of Environmental
Science. But this gene-set, they point out, can be easily "moved from one
species to another, and it can be packaged in every seed sold by the par-
ent company." Saving seed is no longer fashionable in the United States,
the European Union, and other developed countries, but, as the Cun-
ninghams note, "it is customary and economically necessary in many
poorer parts of the world." Indeed, they report that the inventor of the
terminator gene, Melvin Oliver, said, "The technology primarily targets
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second and third world markets." Plants were not the only object of
modification. Recombinant bovine growth hormone (rBGH), created
by genetic engineering, is injected into dairy cows. Monsanto Canada
introduced Nutrilac, a brand name for another genetically engineered
product, recombinant bovine somatotropin (rBST). Both were intended
to increase milk production by 10 to 15 percent.32
What we know about GM crops is that there is no known way to
prevent their contaminating non-GM crops and entering our food sup-
ply. The world's greatest storehouse of diverse purebred corn species,
located in central Mexico, has been infected with GM traits, meriting a
cover story in the Nation. Though Mexico had outlawed the planting
(but not the consumption) of GM corn in 1998, GM contamination
showed up in Calpulalpan in 2002. The United Kingdom banned GM
crops in November 2003 after a three-year study showed they destroyed
pollinators. Greek cotton growers were dismayed to discover, in March
2000, that nine thousand acres of cotton would have to be destroyed
because it was GM contaminated. They were more dismayed to find, in
the spring of 2004, that 847 tons of GM-contaminated cotton and corn
seed were on the market. It had come from Pioneer and Syngenta. In
May 2005, "A ship originating from the United States was impounded ...
in Ireland after its cargo was found to include the experimental BtlO GM
maize not authorized for commercialization anywhere in the world."
Another news release announced, "Illegal GM Maize Found in Japanese
Imports." And, as we saw in chapter 3, StarLink corn, which is not ap-
proved for human consumption in the United States, has been found in
food aid sent to Central America. We also know that the biotech corpo-
rations pay modest fines and generally do not alter their behavior; they
continue to make their promises and insist, with overwhelming public
relations dollars, that their products are not harmful. According to Jef-
frey M. Smith, who has been studying GM-related issues for more than
a decade, Monsanto is so powerful from campaign contributions, lobby-
ing, and personal contacts that the rest of the biotech industry relies on
its influence to pull them through the public doubts about their prod-
ucts and protect them from government scrutiny till they can produce
something that may be beneficial.33
Monsanto and several other pharmaceutical companies had become
famous long before. Monsanto acquired considerable public attention
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for producing PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls), which have since been
deemed carcinogenic and have been banned since the 1970s. Monsanto
was also one of the companies that brought us Agent Orange with prom-
ises that it would defoliate Vietnam but not affect human health. It did
defoliate Vietnam, but it also caused untold suffering among our veter-
ans, and is still considered among the Vietnamese to cause birth defects
and diseases. U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs Secretary Anthony J.
Principi acknowledged in 2003, "Compelling evidence has emerged
within the scientific community that exposure to herbicides such as
Agent Orange is associated with CLL [chronic lymphocytic leukemia]."
Other diseases linked to these herbicides include soft-tissue sarcoma,
non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, and Hodgkin's disease.34 What we have
learned since Vietnam is that both herbicides and pesticides can affect
our health.
Comparing the American discussions of genetically modified or-
ganisms (GMOs) with the British response reveals important differ-
ences. In addition to the scientific work, discussed below, that was
undertaken in the UK and never matched in the United States, there
were massive public opinion surveys and frequent flurries of debate in
major papers like the Independent and the Guardian. The difference be-
tween the press coverage in the United States and that in the UK must
have been obvious to even a casual observer. Long news columns, pro
and con, helped inform the discussion of GMOs in the UK, whereas our
own press has remained essentially silent on the issues. The British gov-
ernment, like ours, was eager to support the biotech industry and confi-
dent that the tests would show GM foods and crops to be perfectly safe,
"no different from regular foods." In all likelihood, if the tests had come
out clean, GM crops and foods would have come into the UK whether a
majority of citizens wanted them or not. Nevertheless, Monsanto in the
UK did not have an unquestioning press to support its efforts.35
One of the big selling points for GM ingredients in food was the
claim that they were not harmful to human health. We are accustomed
to assuming that the USDA, the Environmental Protection Agency, and
the Food and Drug Administration conduct the tests that protect us
from the dangers inherent in new sources of food and drugs. But, ac-
cording to Smith, the USDA, under pressure from presidents both Dem-
ocratic and Republican, approved the use of GMOs despite questions
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raised by its own scientists, in large part bypassing the regular testing
requirements. Most of us have since been eating foods with GM ingredi-
ents, mostly unaware of what we are consuming. With little struggle and
few facts at hand, Smith claims, Congress succumbed to industry pres-
sure to prevent labels that identify GM ingredients or the food's country
of origin. The system seems to work the same in Canada as well. There,
the Health Protection Branch of Health Canada appointed five scientists
to look at Nutrilac (rBST). The reason for the study, according to their
1998 report, was that "the New Drug Submission has been at BVD [Bu-
reau of Veterinary Drugs] since February 19,1990. Records indicate that
the manufacturer of this product did not subject it to any of the nor-
mally required long-term toxicology experimentation and tests for hu-
man safety," in part because the chief of the Human Safety Division had
never asked for such tests. "That no such tests should be necessary was
due apparently to a mutually agreed upon assumption between Health
Canada and the manufacturers of rBST products. Hence, the conflict;
and the present 'gaps analysis' review by the rBST Internal Review Team."
The report was negative toward both rBST and the department. In 1999,
according to Smith, "Health Canada scientists told a new Canadian Sen-
ate Committee how they were threatened, harassed, and denied promo-
tions in retaliation for their testimony the previous year."36
Similarly, in the United Kingdom, Smith reports, Arpad Pusztai, one
of the most highly respected scientists in the world in his field, conducted
an experiment in which he fed Monsanto's GM potatoes—destined for
our fast-food french fries—to mice. Almost 20 percent of the mice died.
The corporate response was not to look further into the potatoes' toxic
effect and make them healthier but to launch a public relations crusade to
destroy the career of the scientist. The story of the assault on Pusztai's
integrity and his eventual vindication by other scientists was widely re-
ported in the British media and helped raise the alert about GMOs there.
It is a story that has since become a staple of anti-GM forces.37
In the United States, the decision of whether a new food is desig-
nated generally recognized as safe (GRAS) by the USDA has been left up
to the company that makes it. A GRAS classification is important to in-
dustry because it means the USDA does not have to conduct safety test-
ing. Thus, according to Smith, Monsanto certified that rBGH was
harmless to human health, and the USDA approved it without further
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study. Calgene's genetically enhanced Flavr-Savr tomatoes made a brief
appearance on the market; scary reports of tests indicating dangers re-
sulted in their being pulled, writes Smith. In 1989, L-tryptophan, a GM
dietary supplement produced by Japanese corporations, killed a number
of people in the United States and caused exquisitely painful illnesses in
thousands before the Center for Disease Control determined what was
happening and the Food and Drug Administration pulled the drug from
the market, Smith reports. Further tests in the UK, Europe, and the Unit-
ed States raised questions about potential allergens in GM foods. We do
not know whether the dramatic rise in asthma and allergies is related to
the allergen potential in the GM food we have been eating, because no
one has done any studies to find out. In light of the thin science under-
taken by industry and the lack of oversight by regulatory agencies, more
than eight hundred scientists in eighty-four countries have now signed
the "Open Letter from World Scientists to All Governments Concerning
Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs)," created in 1999, "which
call[s] for a moratorium on the environmental release of genetically
modified organisms (GMOs), a ban on patents on living processes, or-
ganisms, seeds, cell lines, and a comprehensive enquiry into the future of
agriculture and food security."38
In fact, most of the scientific testing that has been done was under-
taken overseas; the results, as we have seen, have led to the banning of
GMOs in the European Union. In response, wrote Neil King in the Wall
Street Journal in 2003, "U.S. Trade Representative Robert Zoellick in Jan-
uary blasted the EU for what he called its 'Luddite' and 'immoral' oppo-
sition to biotech crops, calling the ban ca complete violation of WTO
rules.'" The difference between our government's and corporations'
views of GM foods and the EU's view has become so wide that Poul Niel-
son, a European development commissioner tired of Zoellick's criticism,
said, "This is a strange discussion. Very strange. We are approaching a
point where I would be tempted to say I would be proposing a deal to the
Americans which would create a more normal situation. The deal would
be this: If the Americans would stop lying about us, we would stop tell-
ing the truth about them." The Independent reported that when the UK's
three-year study of GM crops' effects on the environment was released,
EU Environment Minister Margot Wallstrom, in an undiplomatic mo-
ment, said, "Those Americans tried to lie to us!"39
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One U.S. charge against European governments was that, in their
ignorance, they were letting thousands of starving people in Africa die
by hindering our development of GM crops that could feed the world.
But people in developing countries starve not from lack of food but from
lack of access to food. We now raise one and a half times the amount of
food we need to feed the world, but hungry people can't pay for it, and
corrupt governments don't deliver it. Even without genetic modifica-
tions and agribusiness, we have the capacity to feed millions more, now
and in the future. Once again, it is a matter of scale and of will. Did we
ever really intend to feed the hungry? There is not much evidence for it.
Of all the grain that goes down the Mississippi on barges from the Mid-
west, only a tiny fraction goes to least developed countries, where hunger
is the greatest. An Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy study of the
Mississippi River's grain traffic reported, "These grains are shipped to
those who can best afford them, not to those most in need." The study
compared shipments to twenty-eight wealthy countries and twenty-five
countries designated by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization as
"Category 5, the countries with the world's most serious malnutrition
problems." The institute found that, for every ton of U.S. corn shipped to
poor countries, 260 tons were shipped to wealthy countries. As for soy-
beans, none were shipped to poor countries; 17.8 tons went to wealthy
countries. We raise food to sell to people who can pay for it. That's just
good business. For the most part, the people who are starving are also
broke. "But we know from several thousand years of observation," writes
farmer Frederick Kirschenmann for the Northern Plains Sustainable Ag-
riculture Society, "that small-scale, labor-intensive, local food produc-
tion systems, wherein local people have access to production resources,
are by far the most productive."40
U.S. scientists, too, have written reports, spoken at international
conferences, and even testified in U.S. District Court about the difficul-
ties of adequately testing GMOs. Richard Strohman, professor emeritus
in the Department of Molecular and Cell Biology at the University of
California at Berkeley, pointed out in Safe Food News 2000 that Mon-
santo answers only the technical question of whether or not it can "move
this gene and this characteristic from A to B." But, he said, "We know you
can do that"; there are a "whole host of other questions."
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Genes exist in networks, interactive networks which have a logic of
their own. The technology point of view does not deal with these net-
works. It simply addresses genes in isolation. But genes do not exist in
isolation. And the fact that the industry folks don't deal with these
networks is what makes their science incomplete and dangerous. If
you send these genetic structures out into the world, into hundreds of
thousands of acres, you're going into the world with a premature ap-
plication of a scientific principle.
We're in a crisis position where we know the weakness of the ge-
netic concept, but we don't know how to incorporate it into a new,
more complete understanding. Monsanto knows this. DuPont knows
this. Novartis knows this. They all know what I know. But they don't
want to look at it because it's too complicated and it's going to cost too
much to figure out. The number of questions, the number of possi-
bilities for what happens to a cell, to the whole organism when you
insert a foreign gene, are almost incalculable. And the time it would
take to assess the infinite possibilities that arise is beyond the capabili-
ties of computers. But that's what you get when you are dealing with
living systems.41
At the 2001 Toxicology Symposium at the University of Guelph, Joe
Cummins, emeritus professor of genetics at the University of Western
Ontario, concluded his presentation in clear language: "The bacterial
genes used in GM crops have been found to have significant impacts on
the individuals ingesting GM crops. The impacts include inflammation,
arthritis and lymphoma promotion. The consequence of GM food genes
being incorporated into the chromosomes of somatic cells of those con-
suming GM food and their unborn has been ignored by those charged
with evaluating the hazards of GM crops."42
Finally, in his testimony before the U.S. District Court for the Dis-
trict of Columbia in the case of Alliance of Bio-Integrity v. Donna Shalala,
Richard Lacey, a professor of medical microbiology and member of the
Royal College of Pathologists in the UK, ran through a series of ques-
tions about GM safety commonly asked by scientists. Lacey, like Stroh-
man, believes there are too many imponderables to check out entirely.
Whereas we can generally predict that food produced through con-
ventional breeding will be safe, we cannot make a similar prediction in
the case of genetically engineered food.
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Therefore, the only way we can even begin to assure ourselves about
the safety of a genetically engineered food-yielding organism is
through carefully designed long-term feeding studies employing the
whole food; and it would be necessary to test each distinct insertion of
genetic material, regardless of whether the same set of genetic mate-
rial in the same type of organism has previously been tested.
Even if the most rigorous types of testing were performed on each
genetically engineered food, it might not be possible to establish that
any is safe to a reasonable degree of certainty.43
The final story has yet to be told on this front, but American farmers
have adopted GM corn and soybeans with astonishing rapidity. For a
while, rBGH was fed to cows on the assumption that it increased milk
production. It did. It also increased the incidence of mastitis, destroyed
musculature, especially in the legs, and resulted in birth defects and re-
productive disorders—risks that Monsanto's label now advises of. There
are two problems with the increase in mastitis. One is that the condition
must be treated with antibiotics, which may find their way into the milk
and thus into humans, with unknown results. The other is that the po-
tential profits from any increase in production are reduced by veterinary
bills and losses from contaminated milk. Further, there are indications
that rBGH itself can be absorbed into the milk we drink, and research
wars are waging over whether that is enough to create problems in hu-
mans. Indications are that rBGH creates an insulin-like hormone that is
present not only in cows but in humans as well. The hormone increases
cell growth and is linked to breast cancer.44
There is other evidence now that genetic modifications are not as
profitable as they were claimed to be, that over a few years they simply
breed hardier insects and more determined weeds, and the cost of inputs
goes up faster than the profits gained. Indeed, even the increased pro-
duction seems to be spotty at best, and conventional corn often seems to
do as well or better, at a lower cost and with more sustainable practices.
In a recent paper, Charles Benbrook looks at the costs of Bt corn for
farmers. He finds that
the impact of the Bt corn premium on seed industry profits has been
remarkable. In the case of industry-leader Pioneer Hi-Bred, the Bt
corn premium boosted earnings from seed corn sales by 7.3 percent
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over the 1998-2000 period. In terms of Pioneer Hi-Bred's after-tax
income, the Bt corn and seed premium was almost 20 times greater,
reflecting the loss of $100 million in 1999. Put another way, without
the Bt corn premium, Pioneer Hi-Bred would have lost almost $200
million over this three-year period, or over 7 percent of total revenue
from corn seed Bt corn had a similar effect on Pioneer and Mon-
santo revenues from corn seed sales— Over the three-year period the
Bt premium accounted for just over 9 percent of Monsanto seed corn
sales....
The financial impact and importance of Bt corn was greatest in the
case of Syngenta. About one-half of total Syngenta corn seed sales
were Bt varieties, more than twice the share of Pioneer and Monsanto.
The Bt premium increased Syngenta corn seed revenues by over 18
percent in this three-year period.
Transnational corporations are making a fine profit. But what about the
impact on farmer income of the premium prices that farmers pay seed
corporations for Bt corn? "Every acre planted to Bt corn has increased
farmer seed expenditures an average of $9.80 per acre, about a 35 per-
cent jump " Benbrook reports. Further, based on USDA corn produc-
tion, cost, and return data, Benbrook asserts,
the biggest jump in "Seed and Chemical" costs occurred between 1994
and 1996 and coincided with the emergence of Bt corn. These two key
production inputs now account for over $0.40 in expenses for each
bushel produced—between one-fifth and one-quarter of gross in-
come. A little over a decade earlier, these expenses accounted for less
than 10 percent of gross income. This marked shift in costs is one
major reason why the seed and pesticide industry has, in general,
prospered financially throughout the last three decades, while the bal-
ance sheet and profits of corn growers has substantially eroded. . . .
The technology fee and other premiums charged for Bt corn has shift-
ed to the seed-biotech industry a portion of the economic return
farmers have traditionally received when investing in advanced corn
genetics.45
Increased production or not, the market has not been as great as
expected, in part because of the EU's resistance. So now Monsanto and
the other transnational are turning to GM wheat and hoping to create
markets in China, Southeast Asia, and Latin America. Iowa State Univer-
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sity's Robert Wisner, an ag economist, told the Montana legislature that
"many European and Asian grain buyers will likely refuse to buy any
spring or durum wheat from states that grow GM wheat." To emphasize
his point, he added, "Every available indicator of foreign consumer de-
mand points to a high risk of GM wheat rejection in export markets."
Nevertheless, the Agri News article that reported Wisner's testimony
concluded, "Monsanto has plans to introduce a genetically modified
wheat into Montana, North Dakota and other states by 2005."46
What can a layperson make of all this? At least this: as farmers or
consumers, we have to take with a grain of salt any claims that certain
products will feed the world, or save the family farm, or increase produc-
tion to undreamed-of levels, thus increasing farmers' profits. Skepticism
should be the order of the day. Whether farmers or consumers, we should
insist on seeing the data, and then we should insist on seeing the data
gathered by those who checked the original data, before we buy or invest.
If there are none, forget it. If the USDA and industry scientists do not
follow the precautionary principle, we as citizens should, even—perhaps
especially—if it hinders sales and reduces profits of corporations who
have shown little interest in or regard for public health. Unfortunately, as
transnational corporate contributions to research at our land-grant uni-
versities go up, the independence of the science they produce goes down.
The folks who pay set the limits of the investigation. Nevertheless, though
the financial and public relations resources are on the side of the great
institutions, the final say, as the Europeans have discovered, really be-
longs to the consumer.
THE CUSHION
One important factor that the literature on contemporary agriculture
rarely mentions is what the loss of family farms would mean to our so-
ciety if we should suffer another economic depression like that of the
1930s. Some economists claim that could not happen now, but some
farmers are old enough to remember when economists claimed it
couldn't happen in 1928. Of course, between government regulations
and sophisticated computers, we do have greater control over the stock
market than we have had historically. Yet stock market shifts in South-
east Asia, droughts, drops in the Nikkei Index in Japan, and wars in Af-
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ghanistan or Iraq send shivers through our economy. The coming oil
shock may set off an international economic disaster. Recent declines in
stock market values and their effects on the market make many wary.
Given the stock market fluctuations of the last two years, the loss of in-
come for those who are retired, and the ever-increasing number of lay-
offs, not to mention the recent revelations of widespread corporate
corruption, who really knows if the next NASDAQ nosedive will quit
short of disaster, or rebound quickly enough to prevent it?
One of the great cushions America had to assuage its economic pain
in the thirties and early forties was the number of people still on the farm.
There may not have been much cash, but there were chickens in the coop,
sheep and hogs in the pen, cows to milk, and still some "cashless" horses
to provide labor and transportation. And there was subsistence. Most
midwestern farmers supplemented the milk, beef, chickens, and pork
they grew themselves by hunting and fishing. In Iowa, where I grew up,
we hunted squirrels every fall and cottontails through the fall and winter.
States farther west included medium-size game such as deer in the an-
nual harvest. The prairie potholes and the great Mississippi and Missouri
flyways supported substantial migrations of ducks and geese, and lakes
and streams held crappies and bluegills, bass and walleyes, catfish and
suckers, all of which were fit to eat. Though we loved to hunt, one of our
rural values was that we never hunted just for sport. Everything we took
hunting and fishing we ate, and whoever killed it cleaned it.
Every farm family gardened, and they canned vegetables and often
meat for the winter as well. All of that became part of the family larder.
Even in town, our family had a garden: rows of beans and peas, sweet
corn and potatoes, as well as lettuce, radishes and onions, carrots and
cucumbers. My mother was a registered nurse, but even working as many
hours as possible for the needed cash, she canned four hundred quarts of
vegetables and, when they were available, beef and pork as well. On farms
like my grandfather's and my uncle's, there were usually enough chick-
ens that some surplus eggs could be sold or bartered in town. Milk, meat,
even exotic flowers such as gladiolas and peonies, raised for sheer beauty
and for Memorial Day visits to the cemetery, were all sold or traded in
the nearest community to provide a little cash for things we could not
raise ourselves. Oats and corn were ground at the local elevator, and
oatmeal and cornmeal mush were staple breakfast—and frequently
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supper—items. The mush was fried in bacon grease and covered with a
bit of milk gravy and molasses or sorghum, all the produce of the family
farm. That diversity in crops and livestock allowed a significant portion
of the society to survive in a cash-short, severely depressed economy.
Since then, two things have happened. The first is that that cushion,
the sheer size of which took much of the welfare burden off the govern-
ment and the taxpayer, is now gone. People no longer have access to land.
Many of those who still live on farms are now on farms so large and de-
manding that they don't have time to garden. The second thing is that
most of us who have been off the farm a generation or more have forgot-
ten how to farm and garden. We can learn again—there are excellent
books on the market—but that knowledge that comes from the cumula-
tive experience of generations of observation of how the land really
works has been lost. It may never be regained, and if it is, it will take a
long time, perhaps more generations, to do it.
THE FEDERAL POLICY STORY
Many of us once believed that the loss of small farms and the subsequent
migration to urban centers were the inevitable results of social forces
and the natural evolution of social history. Mark Ritchie, former director
of the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, believes that the loss of
small farms and political capital among farmers is no mere accident of
history or economics but the result of deliberate policy. In a monograph
titled The Loss of Our Family Farms: Inevitable Results or Conscious Poli-
cy? published by the League of Rural Voters back in 1979, he traced the
direction of farm policy between 1945 and 1974.
One of the most powerful nonfederal organizations to influence
farm policy was the Committee on Economic Development (CED), a
national group of two hundred industrialists and academics with enor-
mous political influence, some of them already working on policy with-
in the government. The purpose of the policy created in part by the
committee during those years was to get farmers off the farm. According
to a 1962 CED report, quoted by Ritchie, "the movement of people from
agriculture has not been fast enough to take full advantage of the op-
portunities that improving farm technologies, thus increasing capital,
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create." The old farm parities, based on an entirely different principle
from current subsidies, were seen as a liability because they helped keep
small farms alive: "The support of prices has deterred the movement out
of agriculture." One of the CED's goals was to get at least one-third of
small farmers to give up. "If the farm labor force were to be, five years
hence, no more than two-thirds as large as its present size of approxi-
mately 5.5 millions, the program would involve moving off the farm
about two million of the present farm labor force." The report indicates
that, in the committee's view, even more people should be forced off the
farm to make up for the numbers who might enter farming during that
time.47
The CED understood that getting people to give up their land would
not be easy. According to Ritchie, Kenneth Boulding, a noted agricul-
tural economist at the University of Michigan and a member of the
CED's Research Advisory Board, wrote in 1974, "The only way I know to
get toothpaste out of a tube is to squeeze, and the only way to get people
out of agriculture is likewise to squeeze agriculture If the toothpaste
is thick, you have to put real pressure on it If you can't get people out
of agriculture easily, you are going to have to do farmers severe injustice."
In the thinking of the CED's members, eliminating farm price supports
would be a "signal to farmers" that they should get out of farming, and it
would put 2 million people off the farm and into town, where they could
become part of the labor force available to their industries. These people
would most likely be in debt and desperate for jobs, though of course
this possibility was not stated. That, in turn, would depress wages, mak-
ing industry more profitable. It would also lower prices on agricultural
products, increasing foreign trade, and would provide cheaper raw ma-
terials for domestic food and fiber processors. Those domestic food and
fiber processors were, of course, at the table during the CED's delibera-
tions, along with representatives of the major automobile industries,
steel and fabricating industries, federal policymakers already within the
administration, and land-grant university scholars. Farmers were not in-
vited. The CED charmingly admitted that it did not know much about
agriculture, but it did not hesitate to publish policy papers pressing for
reductions in farm income aimed at removing farmers from the land.
Was the CED successful in getting government to implement its policy?
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Its members certainly believed so. Its 1974 report took credit for the
movement of people off the farm and pointed out that the successful
implementation of its policy recommendations made it possible.48
Ritchie believed that the real reason that major corporations and
processors wanted people off the farm showed up in An Adaptive Pro-
gram for Agriculture, the report issued by the CED in 1962. "Although the
actual strategies and tactics of the CED are carefully spelled out, it's nev-
er hinted until the very end of this report what their underlying goals
and motivations might be," wrote Ritchie. They were aiming at agricul-
tural stability, and the CED report makes one of their goals explicit: "an
atmosphere relatively free of the political pressures from farmers experi-
enced in the past." It is easy to see why this was one of the committee's
goals. The power bloc that farmers represented in the 1890s fueled the
Populist movement. Decades later, there were enough people still on the
land to provide the impetus for the Farmers Union, Farm Bureau, Non-
Partisan League, and farm labor movements of the twenties and thirties.
As Hinrichs remarked, they were known in Washington D.C. as the "farm
block"; they "held the balance of power," forcing both Republicans and
Democrats to hear their case. Those farm organizations not only held
plenty of power in the thirties and forties, they had a program that was
anathema to industry: they opposed corporate farming and the develop-
ment of "state-owned bank and grain-trading enterprises in North Da-
kota." Ritchie adds, "The political strength of farmers was displayed in
their ability to lobby for and win favorable farm policies. These policies
helped strengthen their economic, thus political power, making it diffi-
cult for corporations to dominate agriculture as they were attempting to
control other industries."49 That was precisely the power the CED want-
ed squelched, and it has been—by the loss of families on the farm. Farm-
ers simply don't have the votes they used to and now are so few in
number that the U.S. Census Bureau no longer counts them as a profes-
sion in data collection.
This loss of political power, generated by deliberate federal policy
and formulated under the influence of the CED, now hampers farmers'
efforts to influence state and national legislation. The economic power
of the merging and emerging transnational food corporations, and their
massive infusions of campaign funds for congressional elections, means
that their voices are heard in both state legislatures and the U.S. Con-
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gress. These corporations can afford to keep a lobbyist at the table for
every committee hearing, floor debate, and mark-up session that creates
legislation. They also dan afford to have their attorneys sit in on every
meeting to establish the regulations that actually determine the final
character of legislation after it has been passed. Farmers and nonprofits
cannot afford the expense of such counsel. Thus corporate attorneys ex-
ert a powerful influence on the law as it is finally promulgated and im-
plemented, sometimes thwarting legislative intent entirely. Political
power for farmers now would be useful in getting Congress to lean on
the regulatory agencies that deal with antitrust laws, but the loss of farms
has leeched away the political power of small farmers.
FIVE GREAT LOSSES FOR AMERICAN FARMERS
As we consider the implications of the farm crisis indicators outlined
above, we might sum them up by pointing to five great losses that have
occurred for American farmers over the last fifty years: loss of productiv-
ity, loss of efficiency, loss of access to markets, loss of independence, and
loss of political power and influence.
The idea that we have lost productivity and efficiency flies in the face
of all conventional wisdom, but the numbers put together by Peter Ros-
set support the contention (see "Twin Myths," above). The loss of access
to markets follows the increase in contracting and the growing influence
of transnational megacorporations. We no longer farm for the market;
we farm to make the payment to the bank or to meet the contract with
ConAgra, Tyson, Monsanto, or Cargill. Or "we farm to meet the condi-
tions of the federal farm bill [another kind of contract] instead of the
conditions on the farm," as one fourth-generation farmer put it in a
community meeting sponsored by the Experiment in Rural Coopera-
tion. Those same contractual arrangements may also lead to a loss of
independence, "turning farmers into indentured servants," a phrase used
by a man who began farming in 1937, speaking in a discussion about
agriculture held in a local public library. Finally, the loss of the sheer
number of farmers and their families living on the land means a loss in
the authority and voting power of farmers. These losses are not the re-
sults of market forces or changing economics; they are the desired out-
comes of federal policy. Those recommendations to the government
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came not from farmers but from manufacturers, academics employed by
land-grant universities, and executives of the major corporations repre-
sented on the CED.
AN OLD STORY
The ties among good agriculture, good government, good business, and
entrenched power—and our all-too-human impulses toward self-
enhancement and, yes, greed—have been recognized for centuries. We
began this chapter with the old Roman farmer and naturalist, Lucretius,
of the first century. We'll close it with a story far older. Mencius, the Chi-
nese sage of 2,500 years ago, said to the emperor, Hui of Liang,
If you do not interfere with the busy seasons in the fields, then there
will be more grain than the people can eat; if you do not allow nets
with too fine mesh to be used in large ponds, then there will be more
fish and turtles than they can eat; if hatchets and axes are permitted in
the forests on the hills only in proper seasons, then there will be more
timber than they can use. When the people have more grain, more fish
and turtles than they can eat, and more timber than they can use, then
in the support of their parents when alive and in the mourning of
them when dead, they will be able to have no regrets over anything left
undone. This is the first step along the kingly way.
If the mulberry is planted in every homestead of five mu of land,
then those who are fifty can wear silk; if chickens, pigs, and dogs do
not miss their breeding season, then those who are seventy can eat
meat; if each lot of a hundred mu is not deprived of labour during the
busy seasons, then families with several mouths to feed will not go
hungry. Exercise due care over the education provided by the village
schools, and discipline the people by teaching them the duties proper
to sons and younger brothers, and those whose heads have turned grey
will not be carrying loads on the roads. When those who are seventy
wear silk and eat meat and the masses are neither cold nor hungry, it
is impossible for their prince not to be a true King.50
It is interesting to note the deliberate pursuit of the multifunctional char-
acter of agriculture so many centuries ago and the equally deliberate sup-
port of agrodiversity and good practice as it was understood at that time.
But the political consequences of Chinese government indifference,
the greed of the ruling class, and the responsibility of government to
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support good practice are equally important to note. Mencius went on,
still talking directly to the emperor, whom he apparently did not view as
a "true emperor." There is no doubt that Mencius understood the impli-
cations and the danger of his next words, but he said them anyway—a
courageous step that might have cost him his head.
Now, when food meant for human beings is so plentiful as to be
thrown to dogs and pigs, you fail to realize it is time for garnering, and
when [people] drop dead from starvation by the wayside, you fail to
realize that it is time for distribution. When people die, you simply say,
"It is none of my doing. It is the fault of the harvest." In what way is
that different from killing a man by running him through, while say-
ing all the time, "It is none of my doing. It is the fault of the weapon."
Stop putting the blame on the harvest and the whole Empire will come
to you.51
Similarly, if members of Congress continue to say, "We're all for the fam-
ily farm, but it's the market, it's the inevitable result of equally inevitable
globalization, it's the way things are," while passing farm bills that penal-
ize small farm diversity and conservation and protect affluent agribusi-
nesses, absentee landlords, and transnational industries, then their action
is no different from stabbing America's small farms and small towns to
death and saying, "It's not my fault. It's the nature of the market." Since
there is nothing natural or free about free markets, whose entire history
and current development are fraught with backstage manipulation, and
since there is nothing necessarily inevitable about globalization, our
government is as complicit in the starvation of the poor as any ancient
Chinese emperor.
But farmers' loss of political clout relative to that of agricultural in-
dustries also opens new possibilities. Collaboration among farmers,
consumers who care about how their food is grown and processed, and
environmentalists may yet create a political constituency that legislators
and congfesspeople will have to listen to. Those collaborations, includ-
ing collective bargaining, though difficult and sometimes even painful to
achieve, may lead to farmers' getting a bigger share of the agricultural
dollar than they do now.
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Late afternoon sun (Lake City, Minnesota)
Donna Christisen and pig (Plainview, Minnesota)
Field day at Art and Jean Thickes' (La Crescent, Minnesota)
Soil erosion after spring rain (Wabasha County, Minnesota)
(Right) Migrant worker and
child (Owatonna, Minnesota)
(Below) Centre Campesino's
Club Latino: Swinging at the
pinata (Owatonna, Minnesota)
Pam Benike stirring the whey for cheddar (Elgin, Minnesota)
Migrant housing (Steele County, Minnesota)
Corn (Wabasha County, Minnesota)
Milking parlor, Dan Beard's farm (Decorah, Iowa)
Checking the grass, field day (Decorah, Iowa)
Farm shoes: Sitting on the wagon, field day (Decorah, Iowa)
Ralph Lentz, winter feeding (Lake City, Minnesota)
Harvest (Goodhue County, Minnesota)
Farmers' market (Lake City, Minnesota)
Yard light and full moon (Dodge County, Minnesota)
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CHAPTER 10
Agriculture and
Community Culture
What are the ties between agriculture and community culture? What is
the relationship between small farms and small towns? Phil Abraham-
son's family has been farming the highlands above the Root River for
generations. He told me about his purebred Angus herd and about his
great-grandfather, his grandfather, and his father, the last two of them
Angus men. We sat in the solid farmhouse, built at the end of the nine-
teenth century, and talked about his community and his church as well
as the farm business. I marveled at the way this small, frugal farm had
affected his industry, and at the fact that its progeny had been featured in
artificial insemination stud catalogs. Phil has one tractor fifty-seven
years old, currently being overhauled, and another over thirty. There are
some newer as well. Just as I was getting in the car to leave, Phil made
some of the ties between agriculture and community culture very
explicit: "I have to run into town this afternoon. We do a lot of our shop-
ping locally. I shop the local hardware store in Lanesboro, and imple-
ment dealers there and in the little towns right around here. We've always
done it that way, been doing it that way since the farm first started. We
bank in town. We have these relationships that go way back. It all works
together. It's the way you help make things go."
It's no wonder that they say that if seven farms, operating in that
spirit, go under, a retail store in a nearby town has to close. The farm and
the town are parts of an integrated system. Unfortunately, not enough
folks see it that way; since I talked to Phil, the implement dealers have
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disappeared, and the locally owned hardware store and the Ford dealer-
ship in Lanesboro have closed. Yet Phil continues to shop as close to
home as possible.
IN A NESTED UNIVERSE
Everything exists inside a system larger than itself. There is an ecology
for everything. In the world of sustainability, so much larger than the
world of biology, ecology is not only a scientific concept but an appro-
priate metaphor for the myriad relationships of our human experience,
and even for the ideas we hold. Thus sustainability is a concept that com-
prises many interrelated ideas, an ecosystem that includes many species
of thought. One of its primary ideas is, simply, that everything is related.
That idea is related to two more: that you cannot do any one thing, and
that what we do in this place reverberates through and affects every
place. And those ideas, in turn, are related to the idea that everything
needs to be treated with respect. If I have respect for any part of creation,
then self-interest might act as a brake on destructive behavior toward it,
because everything is related to me. One outcome of this line of thought
is this: If I am disrespectful toward anything, I reveal my disrespect for
myself. If any one of those ideas becomes unhealthy through my failure
to observe it, then the habitat for sustainability becomes unhealthy and
unsustainable—and I myself become unsustainable sooner rather than
later. Therefore, if we have any self-respect, we show it best through our
respect for everything else.
This is true in every sphere of life, not just the environment. It ap-
plies to economics, a system in which the wealthy impoverish the poor
and are, in turn, impoverished by their poverty. Lack of respect for the
poor is one indication of our lack of respect for ourselves, an admission
that we are not people of enough character to take care of our own. Yet a
universe in which "we are all related," as the old Lakota song has it, is one
in which rich and poor are relatives, and what kind of a family does not
see to its relatives?
There is also an ecology of agriculture. Farmers are a species in an
environmental, economic, social, psychological, and spiritual ecosystem
that includes all the species from soil microorganisms, creatures small
and large, and plants to neighbors, nearby towns, institutions like schools
and churches and merchants, and large urban areas, as well as wilder-
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ness, geological formations, and light from distant stars. The water we
depend on for agriculture and sustenance is related to it all too, never
quite contained, even in the quiet sloughs and backwaters of our major
streams. Where rain meets the welcoming hospitality of biomass, it seeps
down into the soil through root systems, percolates through porous
limestone, fills hidden aquifers or slides along impervious strata of shale,
and eventually pools where our wells can reach it, or it bubbles, pours,
and seeps out onto the surface again to become springs and streams that
feed trout or pike and water our cattle and our children. It becomes the
thread, like air, that unites us all and is our common heritage.
That buried shale we never see in southeast Minnesota, lying under
towns extending a hundred miles from Preston to Zumbrota, has a name:
it is Decorah shale. And those underground pools have names too; the
upper carbonate aquifer is one. There are fancier names as well, like the
St. Peter-Prairie du Chien-Jordan aquifer, though our hydrologists, per-
haps more interested in the flow of water than in the flow of syllables,
reduce the latter to SP-PDC-J. Even our language, so full of the names of
farm creatures and tools, weeds and seeds, and the great grasses and
grains, is part of an ecosystem that includes both the intimate and the
far-reaching, taking in much, both on and beyond the farm, joining ev-
erything we name with words borrowed from American Indian languag-
es, as well as German, Norwegian, Swedish, all pulled together in a single
linguistic system that is very local—and also, if linguists like Noam
Chomsky and Stephen Pinker are right, universal.
Everything is related in this system, and when it is healthy, every-
thing is mutually supportive. When a component of that system is
diminished—the farmer, for example (not the farms themselves; the
amount of land being farmed in America remains pretty much constant),
or microorganisms that keep the soil "alive," permeable and fertile—
then the whole system is apt to fail. When a component of that system
gets too large—when the city expands to overwhelm available agricul-
tural land or when small farms are merged into larger and larger farms—
then agriculture suffers, businesses close, small towns become ghost
towns, and cities sprawl in a fashion that is not organic, but soon be-
comes uncontrolled and chaotic.
There is also a social ecology, in which a society's various components—
neighborhoods, cities, languages, ethnic identities, mores, customs, tra-
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ditions—all exist as ideas that compose the concept of society. Racism,
sexism, and poverty work against a sustainable society because they
treat with disrespect a social ecology in which everything is related. In
the ecology of community, racism, poverty, and ethnic cleansing de-
stroy the social ecosystem, rendering it monocultural in a cosmos where
mono-anything is doomed to failure. They diminish and ultimately de-
stroy us all, perpetrators and victims alike. As we saw in our conversa-
tions with migrant workers, that social ecology comes into sharp focus
in agriculture.
There is an individual ecology too, comprising all the components,
from cells that permit our physical bodies to flourish, to thoughts, to
spiritual awareness, that grow together to make "me." But the genius of
science and religion agree that an "I" never exists in isolation, only in
relationship. Each of us is not all that different from the beat-up, aging
Boeing 727 whose pilot told me, "That's not an airplane; it's 56,000 sepa-
rate pieces of aluminum flying in formation." When my relationship
with the smaller component parts of me, the bacteria or viruses or cer-
tain cells, gets out of whack, when cells go wild and grow beyond certain
limits, then internal violence erupts and health declines. My self is at-
tacking me. Similarly, when I run out of patience, understanding, and
compassion in my relationship with the larger world, then I may damage
the minds and hearts of others and myself. When anger grows too fierce
to be contained, another kind of violence, physical violence, may erupt.
All these are symptoms of a personal ecosystem out of balance, lacking
in harmony. When pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers of unknown ef-
fects are loosed in the soil and the atmosphere, agriculture may have a
direct impact on my personal ecology, setting cells free to run amok. The
farm system that starts with microorganisms in the soil extends through-
out the individual ecology and the social ecology, which is why agricul-
ture becomes the intersection where all those boulevards of
environmental and social concerns meet, all parts of still larger systems.
In their introduction to Confucianism and Ecology, Mary Evelyn
Tucker and John Berthrong say Confucius understood this. He believed
that there were five concentric circles, nests, extending from immediate
family through neighbors and friends and government to the natural
world and the heavens to which we owe loyalty and compassion. In Com-
ing into Being, William Irwin Thompson says the Buddha understood
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this; the five skandhas represent a kind of archaeology of consciousness.
According to Thompson, we live in a "nested universe ," and "part of the
beauty and mystery of the universe comes from its nested quality." The
pre-Socratic philosopher Empedocles declared, "All is one. . . . Every-
thing has its share of scent and breath and intelligence. . . . Everything
breathing in, breathing out."1
It is important, then, to look at agriculture within its context as a
whole, dynamic system that includes the environment, the larger society,
economics, and even intelligence, for farming has been from the begin-
ning one of the most demanding intellectual exercises ever to employ the
human mind. The connections here are not only biological, chemical, or
physiological. They are also geographical. Farmers, wherever they live in
the world, are all facing the same difficulties. This is in part because the
connections are also economic and political. As globalization has ripped
across the planet like a hurricane, all farmers have been caught up in a
single economic, political, and corporate wind so powerful that, whether
they are Ugandan, Mexican, or American, and whether they see them-
selves as local or national, they cannot stand against corporations that
see themselves as transnational. That transnational system has so much
political support at the moment that it sweeps all before it.
If the ties between poverty-stricken third world farmers and Ameri-
can or European farmers seem remote now, be warned: this free trade
world cares no more for farmers with sophisticated equipment than it
does for those who use digging sticks. The monarch butterfly and the
snow goose know that Mexico and the United States and Canada are
connected, all related, "all one," as the Lakota song goes on. In our spe-
cies pride, believing that humans are the only creatures who can think,
we do not want to acknowledge that monarchs and snow geese under-
stand relationships that we do not even recognize. All these connections
are also temporal; each connection has a history, and each present mo-
ment carries the past with it. Inescapable past and imperative present,
impossible to separate, together shape and name our future.
When I speak of "community," then, I acknowledge that it is endless,
stretching everywhere, far beyond the narrower definitions we artificial-
ly, for the sake of convenience, impose on the concept. Community, for
many, means a small town. For others it is an inner-city neighborhood.
Some speak of the community of ethnobiologists, the community of
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saints, the community of O scale train builders, the community of doll
collectors. All such definitions are too small for the real community we
live in, the larger community that is an absolute essential for life. Life
does not come only from the 'hood or from like-minded colleagues, im-
portant to us as they are. It comes from the interplay of every element,
microbe to star. I'll admit that this talk of cosmos and stars may seem
insufferably lofty and vague. But we are not only rooted in our place on
earth; we are citizens of a universe—call it cosmos (which can encom-
pass several universes), if you will. Either way, it is easy to see the connec-
tion. If the earth is the only place we are rooted, why worry about a hole
punched in the ozone layer? We worry about it because our place is not
only on earth; we have a place in the cosmos as well. It is our place in the
cosmos that makes our roots in the earth possible, for we are surrounded
by the stars, and as dependent on them as on the earth. With photosyn-
thesis, dependent on that light from the sun, we have oxygen to breathe.
Without it, there is no life; with too much, sickness strikes. We are rooted
in earth, yes, but we'd better heed the stars as well. Cut off their light, and
we die before our time.
We are creatures of both the earth and the cosmos, the followers of
Confucius insisted, with wisdom that sounds postmodern. Our science
reinforces their insight every day. That gives us humans, who have devel-
oped so much power because of our brains, a huge role to play in how
the earth and the cosmos develop their mutual future. We may, as some
of Confucius's followers thought, help realize the heavenly on earth, or
we may truly blow it and send evolution on a new course without us. The
cosmos leaves such a choice almost entirely to us; it does not seem to
care. Yet it has given us the capacity for respect as well as for thought,
wisdom as well as knowledge, compassion as well as self-interest, rever-
ence as well as greed. It has given us the capacity to love family, all the
earth, and beyond. Those innate possibilities in each of us, whether la-
tent or expressed, may indicate that the cosmos is inclined toward in-
cluding humans in its future.
Rather than rendering the concept of community meaningless be-
cause it is too large and too vague, the cosmic view makes respect for
every part mandatory, attention to detail rewarding, attention to the en-
vironment essential, and attention to society, including its economics
and politics, both poignant and demanding. The cosmos is our home at
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least as much as the earth is, and our sense of community inescapably
includes not only this earth but those farthest stars.
Three perspectives are at play in this chapter. The first stems from
systems thinking as a way to look at agriculture and community. The
second comes from within the system itself, from discussions with farm-
ers, where the largest body of reliable information resides. The third
comes from the influence of food and farm systems on larger systems—
local communities, regions, even the United States and the transnational
trade corporations, with all their trade tentacles that stretch around the
globe. Whether they behave in sustainable ways or not, all those systems
are related to a conceptual whole, the concept of sustainability. That no-
tion drives this chapter on agriculture and community culture, for agri-
culture is not solely about raising crops or livestock. It has multiple
functions in a larger system that begins in the tiniest cells that create and
enrich soil and expands beyond the farm to include local communities
and local institutions such as schools and commerce. It reaches beyond
the region to include our urban megalopolises and the entire environ-
ment that surrounds us. Ultimately, our U.S. agricultural trade policy
and our giant trading corporations reach out to include other countries
and other continents, all of which, smaller and larger, surround the farm.
This systems approach is so embedded in my thinking that I have to
wonder how we can have any serious, comprehensive discussion of sus-
tainable agriculture without mentioning community or culture. And
how can we talk about urban sprawl and sustainable cities without talk-
ing about agriculture?
Whatever else the cosmos is about, in addition to stars, planets, and
moons, light, heat, and energy, it is perhaps most about relationships,
respiration, and reciprocity. The science of ecology helps us see many of
those connections and understand that reciprocity. But one could also
make a case that agriculture even more clearly outlines the complexity of
the relationships, for agriculture, unlike most ecological science, not
only includes the environment but also plunges us immediately into
those social connections among farming, small towns and great cities,
immigration, ethnicity, food production, and economic systems. Agri-
culture allows us to see the reciprocity that makes both farming and
community possible. In agriculture, the ties between country and city,
between individual farmers and community, between environmental
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concerns and social justice issues, have been clear for millennia. As far
back into history as we can go, we find that one characteristic of success-
ful agriculture has always been that difficult but essential balancing act
between individualism and community. The farmer feeds the commu-
nity; the community, in other ways, feeds the farmer. Neither survives
long without the other.
The great reciprocity built into our lives by the cosmos requires our
attention and participation. There is an inescapable price to pay for the
uses we make of the earth and of one another: We have to give back what
we take from the world. When we do not, the bills always come due. The
bill for exploitation beyond our needs comes due much earlier than the
bill that accrues when we live in closer harmony with the universe. We
live primarily by the schedule and the rules of the cosmos, not those of
the nation or the corporate world, not our own individual desires, nor
the digital watches we wear on our wrists. The rules of nature surpass
every law adopted by our legislatures. No matter how we squirm or wig-
gle or make adjustments, the latter are always secondary. It may take a
while to reveal itself, but built into nature is a system of justice that is
more powerful and rigorous than any that humans can devise. It is, alas,
a retributive justice. If we damage nature, nature will always, in some
perhaps unforeseeable fashion, damage us. There is no escape from this.
Treat Ground Squirrel without respect, and Bear, his grandchild, will
exact revenge. Deplete the ozone layer, and cancer will call us to account.
Burn toxic materials, and rain will become an acid avenger; the trees will
turn their backs on us. Nature may really believe in capital punishment.
Damage any part of it enough, and it will take us right off the face of the
earth. "Nature," says cattleman Mike Rupprecht, "always bats last."
But it is possible for us to be more open to what nature has to teach.
What if, instead of imposing our view on nature and structuring it in light
of our perceptions, we changed ourselves and our view, and aligned our
lives and thoughts so that human life fit the patterns of nature? Then we
would be free to work with the healthy elements of nature, like ozone, and
not assist the elements that clearly have destructive characteristics when
damaged or depleted. When we learn to cultivate the cosmic reciprocity
between ourselves, our communities, our earth, and the stars—rather than
seeking to evade it or ignore it—we may finally grow into an agriculture
that will both nourish farmers and feed the world community.
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Confucian scholars see a triad at work here. Our human role is to
mediate between the cosmos (tian, "heaven ," which has a connotation of
"natural process" or, perhaps better, tianli,"heavenly principle,""the ul-
timate principle or norm for the good or perfect") and the earth, to real-
ize the great principle of heaven right here on the ground we till, seeking
to create sustenance (food; sustainability), beauty (flowers; harmony),
and health (healing; medicine; the earth's natural balance and harmony,
the most "natural process") for our families and our communities. Talk
about balance! This will require some changes on our part. Our present
system nourishes corporate wealth, impoverishes individual farmers,
and leaves way too many in the world community hungry. Such an econ-
omy reveals its lack of balance. Its ubiquitous violence broadcasts its lack
of harmony. No matter how lofty this talk about the stars may sound, we
have some pragmatic, mathematical science on our side here. British as-
tronomer Martin Rees, no Confucianist, also sees a triad, with humans
poised with nearly exact mathematical precision between heaven and
earth. "We are each made up of atoms numbering between 1028and 1029
power. This 'human scale' is, in a numerical sense, poised midway be-
tween the masses of atoms and stars," explains Rees. "We straddle the
cosmos and the microworld—intermediate between the Sun, at a billion
metres in diameter, and a molecule at a billionth of a metre."2
Whether we believe that the farm crisis is a contemporary phenom-
enon or an ancient issue, it is clear that it is a crisis not only for farmers
but also for our small towns, major cities, and the nation as a whole, and,
if my reading of the circumstances faced by small farmers around the
world is accurate, it is an international crisis. If we can point to any one,
clear indicator of the relatedness of things, the impact of the trauma of
farming on small towns, cities, and whole nations is it. That is one reason
for seeing agriculture as a keystone. The indicators critical to the health
of small-town and rural America, as well as food and farming, include
social capital, availability of farmer support from local banks, level of
need for ambulance and emergency personnel and vehicles, and local
costs to cope with child abuse, spouse abuse, alcoholism, depression, and
suicide. When I visited a small-town high school guidance counselor in
1999, he was in tears about a narrowly averted teenage suicide and about
the increase in teenage drinking. "I know where the party's going to be
on any given Saturday night, but I can't do much because the parents
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know about it too, but either don't care or even approve." This is the de-
pressed ecosystem for tragedy. All these community indicators are also in-
dicators of the ties between our agriculture and our community culture,
and when they are out of balance, the root of that imbalance is stress.
Stress is always embedded in some relationship that is suffering. It is
related to a fraying of connections—in rural America's case, the fraying
of our connections with agriculture. The current stress also reflects a rip
in the social fabric that grows directly from a tear in the fabric of the
farm economy. Indeed, as was true in ancient Greece, the social and eco-
nomic health of small towns is a direct measure of the social and eco-
nomic health of the farms around them. Other community indicators, as
the number of farms declines, are the increased pressure on schools and
school budgets. As school enrollment drops, state supports diminish ac-
cordingly and tax revenues go down, increasing the pressure on an al-
ready full job market as the number of farm family members working
town jobs to support the farm grows. Migration to urban centers in-
creases along with hunger and food insecurity. As we will see, food secu-
rity is not assured anywhere, even in the United States.
THE STRESS STORY
Numbers do not make the only, or the most telling, argument about
anything other than mathematics and music. Stories may be as—or
more—revealing of the truth. The real story of rural America is shown
not only in the dismal statistics of the dismal science of economics but
also in the stories farmers and rural communities tell about how the
world works. The interdependence of small farms and local economies
has been clear to the world at least since classical times, and in the Unit-
ed States since the "improvement movement" of the 1800s and Walter
Goldschmidt's classic study of the San Joaquin Valley in the 1940s. One
might think that after numerous repetitions we'd get the point, but fed-
eral farm policy over half a century apparently never got the message.
What that historic litany from Lucretius to now makes clear is that, when
the health of the farm economy declines, the economic health of small
towns and all their institutions declines as well. Rural towns, their popu-
lations and markets, shrink. Churches, schools, banks, and businesses
cut back or close.
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These changes have a high cost in terms of community and indi-
vidual stress. The experience of boomtowns, like Anchorage and Fair-
banks during construction of the trans-Alaska oil pipeline, shows that
social indicators like child abuse tend to increase exponentially as popu-
lation and stress factors rise arithmetically. In the 1970s, when the An-
chorage population nearly doubled with job-seekers, taxing the
infrastructure and social workers' caseloads and increasing stress, the
child abuse rate did not double but increased by seven times.3
There is another high cost in terms of social capital. When whole
populations are uprooted, our intellectual and spiritual resources fade.
People in high-stress communities lack the time, energy, and inclination
(another sign of stress and depression) to volunteer for civic activities.
Then emergency workers, for example, get caught in a classic bind, not
unlike grain drawn into the movement of giant mill wheels. One wheel
is declining city or county revenues; the other is increasing demand for
services. One county in South Dakota cut back on emergency services
because there was no money to hire and train new emergency medical
workers or to maintain or replace emergency vehicles. Such circum-
stances generally occur just as the number of emergency calls for child
abuse, spouse abuse, alcoholism, and depression are rising. Longtime
EMTs say, "We need more personnel, not less," but the county commis-
sioners say, "The resources are just not there." Both are right. The pre-
dicament is absolute and predictable.
The stress on family farming creates another kind of stress in town—
on the job market. As farm family members look for work in town to
supplement the falling farm income, they jam a market that is already
crowded. They take up any slack that might have been filled by new fam-
ilies moving into the area. Further, the jobs that are available are most
often lower-paying jobs in the service sector or high-risk jobs in food
processing.
As farming gets tougher and less profitable, banks become more re-
luctant to make farm loans. Some farmers find other ways to support the
farm, like a Dakota producer who confided over supper, "The local bank
hasn't supported me for three seasons now. My seed company does my
banking for me—through a bank in Iowa." This farm operator acknowl-
edges that he does not like that system and fears being held in thrall to
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the seed company, but he also feels helpless because there is no local sup-
port for his operation. Bankers know how marginal once-profitable
farms are now, and they know the exact financial status of their custom-
ers. They are wary of making another loan to a small operation. A South
Dakota banker who is happy to make loans to large farmers told me, "My
job is to tell the little guys to get out of business as fast as they can. I know
guys who are making eight hundred dollars net on their farm for the year
but feel they have some God-given right to farm; it's their heritage or
something, so the wife has to work twelve or fourteen hours a day at
minimum wage in town to support his habit." If this banker is reducing
his own customer base, he doesn't seem to mind. His goal is simply to
hang on to his bank till he retires. After that, he says, "I don't care. If I
can't sell it, I'll close it." Meanwhile, he aims to stay afloat with "loans to
the big guys who are buying out the little guys." In contrast, Dean Har-
rington, the Plainview, Minnesota, independent banker, is looking at the
loss of dairy farms in his region, and his bank board members are think-
ing about the implications for their bank and trying to discover ways to
slow, stop, or reverse the trend. Dean reports that his board "is starting
to say, £Well, wait a minute, why does anybody need us in the dairy in-
dustry if it's going in a direction that needs fewer farmers or goes to
larger ones who aren't dependent on local suppliers like our bank, and
what can we do about it?'"
In addition to the stress suffered directly by farmers, farmworkers,
and their families, entire communities are affected by the shifts in demo-
graphics caused by the consolidation of food processors and the devel-
opment of industrial-model food factories. Those stresses are revealed in
the circumstances of food processing workers and the impact of the new
industries on local communities.
WORKING FOR THE PROCESSOR, LIVING LIKE SLAVES
The consolidation of meatpacking and other agricultural processing in-
dustries has had an impact not only on those who work in the plants but
on the communities where the plants are located. Those impacts have
become increasingly clear as studies over the last twenty-five years have
tracked the growth of processing plants. Many of them are located in
small communities, which have had significant immigrant populations
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move in to work in these food factories. Experience with these industries
clearly shows the ties between agriculture and the sustainability of our
communities.
In The Case Against Immigration: The Moral Economic, Social, and
Environmental Reasons for Reducing U.S. Immigration Back to Traditional
Levels, Roy Beck describes the sociology of immigration and the meat-
packing industry in Iowa, tracing its early development and its impact
on communities and labor. His work shows that Iowa launched a delib-
erate, aggressive campaign to attract Southeast Asian immigrants to
work in Iowa's meatpacking plants. The state subsidized 50 percent of
immigrants' wages as an incentive to bring the industry to Iowa and to
encourage employers to use Southeast Asian labor. All of this was a gen-
erally approved method to create "economic development."4
Prior to 1981, Beck reports, Iowa workers had supplied the labor
needs of the meatpacking industry. Till then, meatpackers paid middle-
class wages to their workers, supplied health benefits, and still earned a
profit. But when Iowa Beef Producers purchased a plant and renovated
it for pork processing, the new hires did not come from among Iowa
workers who had formerly worked in meat processing. Hundreds of ex-
perienced lowans applied, but fewer than thirty were employed. When
the plant opened, beginning wages were six dollars per hour, and no
health benefits were offered to workers till they had been employed for
six months. By 1999, the starting wage had risen to seven dollars per
hour. The new plant had high expectations for production; pressure for
speed outstripped the desire for safety, and injury rates climbed.5
High employee turnover meant that a steady flow of immigrant la-
bor was necessary. The industry employs one production worker for ev-
ery ten hogs that are slaughtered. Thus a plant that slaughters sixteen
thousand to eighteen thousand hogs per day needs sixteen hundred to
eighteen hundred workers. Most of them stand in line with several kinds
of knives, making particular cuts on carcasses as they move by at the rate
of one every three seconds.6 Consuelo, the Centro Campesino organizer,
described her experience to me.
They treat workers very badly. They are like slaves. I did that in Iowa,
at IBP, processing pork, and at a turkey processor's in Minnesota. You
wear linked metal [like chain mail] to protect yourself. You work in a
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very cold area, below freezing. You have to bundle up and wear plastic
over everything. The line moves very fast. You stand there with a knife
and make a cut or two every few seconds and you just do that. You
can't make a mistake or miss a cut. There are many accidents and in-
juries. You get a fifteen-minute break in the morning. By the time you
get your plastic gloves and the regular gloves off and get out of your
work clothes, it is time to get back to work. There is no time for coffee.
If you cannot make it to the bathroom during that break, there is no
other time to go; you cannot leave the line the rest of the morning.
The new workforce in Iowa included three main groups of newcomers:
Lao refugees, a small influx of Mennonites from Mexico, and more re-
cently, a large and growing Mexican and Latino workforce. Neither the
state nor the industry planned for the integration into the community of
the minority workers they recruited to fill jobs. The tensions that quick-
ly developed between immigrant workers and local people should have
been easy to anticipate, but no one did. Now they are not easy to reduce
or resolve. Improving the situation is now more complicated, for Iowa
Beef Producers has become a subsidiary of Tyson Foods.7
Ironically, there is a direct tie between such increased employment
and poverty. The traditional notion that economic development means
creating jobs and bringing new industry to town is flawed if the jobs that
are created pay poverty wages. Six or seven dollars an hour is less than
the amount necessary for a family of three to live at the federal poverty
threshold, an amount that the government sets so low that we should be
ashamed of what we call living standards. Standards are what we aspire
to. We set them as levels of achievement for our schoolchildren. But the
living standard set by the government is a minimum, indicating how
little we can make to get by. Further, wages across the processing plant
are relatively flat; they do not increase much beyond starting pay for any
job on the floor, so there is no incentive for employees to stay and no way
for them to work their way up or improve themselves in the system.
High turnover rates continue, and it is common for the company to is-
sue two hundred IRS W-2 statements for every one hundred jobs. That
turnover rate just happens to save the company money on health insur-
ance premiums for the coverage that does not begin until an employee
has worked for six months. New jobs did increase employment, but not
for local residents. Because the pay was so low, the new jobs also in-
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creased poverty, and because they introduced unfamiliar cultural pat-
terns, social stress mushroomed. There was a net loss of social capital.
The concessions that the state makes on behalf of industry create pov-
erty for the workforce and increase the profits of the already wealthy.8
Other social stresses wrack such an industrial system. They work
both ways: locals feel the stress generated by strangers from other cul-
tures; newcomers feel the stress generated by strange settings and strange
ways. About 24 percent of the children in school in Storm Lake, Iowa,
one of the towns that began processing through Iowa Beef Producers in
1982, needed bilingual instruction in school. Housing, waste disposal,
and electric service were all strained by the influx of newcomers. The
stresses on new workers who were trying to make their way in a foreign
country, using a second language, and unfamiliar with the local customs
resulted in a sense of alienation that made their dislocation worse. The
Storm Lake experience has been repeated in other states, including Kan-
sas, Utah, and California.9
Beck makes a powerful case throughout his book that immigration
is the primary cause of the unemployment of white skilled workers and
black labor leaders who once had a voice in improving conditions for
union workers. But his analysis is flawed in three ways. First, immigra-
tion neither creates nor re-creates rural poverty; poverty wages do. Sec-
ond, immigrant workers have education and skills enough to do their
jobs, and do them well, but they have no incentive to gain more educa-
tion or increase skills, since there are few higher-skilled jobs available in
the industry. Third, immigration penalizes established workers with
skills and education—including local lowans, in this case—by hiring
vulnerable immigrant workers at half the pay rate that most skilled and
educated workers would have demanded and under conditions they
would have refused.
A more important criticism can be made of Beck's attempt to use
this information to make a case against immigration. Beck's data really
make an argument against letting new industries increase social and eco-
nomic stress in local communities and pay poverty wages that hurt
workers and diminish social capital in small towns. Pointing out that
those wages are very likely higher than the workers would have made at
home is a disgracefully flimsy excuse. That approach does not create eco-
nomic development. It creates economic and community erosion, con-
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fusion, and social decline. Why should any state impoverish itself and
waste its social capital to subsidize industries that are already profiting
from a larger piece of the agricultural pie than they really earn?
What, then, can states do when industry or commerce says, "We
need to have some tax concessions made or land donated or roads built
for us, or we'll go elsewhere"? Since such requests are the first sign that
this industry will never be a responsible, contributing member of the
community, sensible states and communities respond by saying, "We
cannot do that. However, what we will do is require an infrastructure tax
so we can recover the expenses we will incur for the added costs required
of our schools, our water and sewage infrastructure, our social workers,
and our loss of social capital." They might even add, "If you cannot af-
ford to be a contributing citizen, we can't afford to have you in business."
If such an industry goes elsewhere, the community can heave a big sigh
of relief and keep its tax savings in the bank or spend them on more
worthwhile projects. We should remind our Chamber of Commerce de-
velopment committee that the purpose of economic development is not
to create jobs but to create prosperity—for the community, not for an
industry or two whose corporate profits go elsewhere.
We need to pay attention to such connections, for as Susan Combs,
the Texas commissioner of agriculture, told the Dallas Morning News in
2000, "Four years of drought in Texas is not only a threat to farmers, but
to the entire state economy.... If you see one segment of the economy in
deep trouble, you are going to see it show up in others." Two out of five
employed Texans still work in agriculture. A $4 billion loss that agricul-
ture suffered in 1996 and 1998 "reverberated into an even greater $11
billion impact" on the state's economy, according to Combs.10 She may
have been even more right than she knew.
FEELING THE PINCH
As the number of farmers declines and the debt-to-asset ratios of those
remaining increase, industries that support farming, whether large or
small scale, also feel the pinch. In 1999, the Mitchell (S.D.) Daily Repub-
lic, a regional daily, explored the problems of implement dealers who
have large inventories of "big iron" or "heavy metal," as some farmers call
their combines and high cab tractors. One Case dealer said his sales were
188
Agriculture and Community Culture
down only 10 percent from 1998 but added, "I've heard of dealers being
down 30, 40, 50 percent." One small-town dealer reported that his sales
were half of the previous year's and the bills were coming due for the
inventory he had on hand. "I've got $800,000 for six combines sitting out
there," he said, "and the interest is ticking every day." Another small-town
dealer, a member of the Farm Equipment Association of Minnesota and
South Dakota, reported that 1999 was the second bad year in a row for
the industry. It was "the first time in 13 years that the numbers were
down in all segments of the industry—new and used equipment and
parts." The association reported that sales were off about 20 percent in
1998, and at least that much again in 1999.11
Normally, implement sales are pretty much tied to commodity pric-
es. When corn and bean prices are up, farmers trade up; when they are
down, "the first thing they cut back on is big-ticket items," said Dennis
Van De Werff, president of the Farm Equipment Association. Nobody
blames farmers for tightening their belts, and everyone understands
when farmers are hurting. Mel Ptacek, executive director of the Farm
Equipment Association, said that one response of manufacturers to the
scene was to move more of the risk onto dealers by shortening the time
they had to pay for inventory. Once, the payments could take up to eigh-
teen months, and if equipment didn't sell one summer, it could be car-
ried over the winter and might sell the following spring. Now, however,
payment schedules had been reduced to four months, a very short—
some would say shortsighted—turnaround time.12
For dealers, that inventory represents more than sales potential or
debt to the manufacturer or the lending agency. Steve Marcus, general
manager of Olsen Implement in Huron, South Dakota, told the Daily
Republic, "Some of the corporate people don't understand that this is
more than just a job. My retirement is on that lot, in this building—it's
not in the bank." Those dealers who hoped that their personal future
would pay off when they could sell equipment, or even sell the building
on the assumption that real estate increases in value over time, may well
find themselves disappointed. As the number of farmers declines, the
number of implement sales declines, and as the community declines, so
do the property values. The regulations imposed by manufacturers have
also tended to proliferate, and some of them cost dealers money. The
dealership rules, created by the manufacturers, about floor space, sign-
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age, and paint are increasingly strict, and failure to meet sales quotas
may put the contract with the manufacturer at risk. Ptacek said, "This is
worse than the 80's. If you don't get market share . . . your contract is in
jeopardy."13
The difficulties of implement dealers have not changed in the last few
years, and the situation is not likely to improve soon. Agri News reported
that, in 2002, "sales of big tractors and combines dropped by 20 percent."
The Association of Equipment Manufacturers estimated that in 2002,
dealers in the United States sold 5,000 combines, compared with 6,400 in
2001. "That's a little bit more than one per dealer," the association re-
ported. The group gave several reasons for the decline: the uncertain
economy, the high cost of equipment, the drought that plagued much of
the country's farm belt, and the decline in the number of farms. "If you
had 10 farms owned by 10 people, they had 10 tractors and 10 combines,"
explained Mike Kraemer, spokesman for the North American Equipment
Dealers Association. "One person now owns that, and a 10,000 acre farm
doesn't need 10 tractors." The manufacturers do what they can to protect
themselves. What they can do is shift risk to their dealers and press them
to move inventory as quickly as possible. Their strategy replicates that of
the food industrialists who contract with farmers and shift their risk to
them. "It's in both the manufacturer's and the dealers' interests to get that
equipment moved," said a spokesman for John Deere Corporation.14 Of
course it is; it always has been. But when prices are down and farmers'
capacity and desire to buy diminish, dealers feel the pinch while farmers
and corporations try to protect themselves.
When dealers and farmers feel the pinch, many futures seem uncer-
tain, and the communities where they reside also begin to wilt like plants
without water. In the economic drought, spending goes to the Wai-Marts
and Targets of other communities or other counties. Dean Carlson, a
farmer from Kennedy, Minnesota, writes in the St. Paul (Minn.) Pioneer
Press's special series "Harvest of Risk," "Services and conveniences we
once enjoyed have disappeared along with the population." Carlson
spells out the impact of the loss of small farms on rural society: "As pop-
ulations decline, schools consolidate, resulting in longer bus rides for
students. With fewer dollars to work with, school districts must trim
their teaching staffs and reduce class offerings." But that is not all. "Many
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communities are losing their health care, restaurant and entertainment
facilities. Longer trips must now be made to obtain those services as
main streets are filled with empty buildings." Every aspect of the com-
munity's culture, including recreation and religion, is affected: "Recre-
ational facilities such as golf courses and swimming pools have more
difficulty remaining open. Churches find it difficult to pay clergy a de-
cent wage, forcing them to either merge or share speakers."15 Carlson
accurately summarizes what those of us who have served on small-town
school boards, town councils, and church boards have observed. And it
is not new.
THE IMPROVERS' STORY
The exodus from our towns around the time of the War of 1812 led to a
whole movement to revise the way we farm. Known as the improvement
movement, it became a force in New England and spread to the South
and toward the frontier through the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s. In Larding
the Lean Earth: Soil and Society in Nineteenth-Century America, Steven
Stoll traces the improvement movement from its beginning to the time
when its effort blurred into the fledgling U.S. conservation movement.
What George Perkins Marsh and other "improvers" understood even be-
fore the movement began, Stoll writes, was that, "no matter the mode or
the cause, where topsoil is removed or degraded, agriculture is impossi-
ble and a settled people cannot persist.... Most of all they recognized a
link between an enduring agriculture and an enduring society in the
long-settled places and picked up an old word to name their efforts: im-
provement. Improvement makes anything better by raising it from a
rude to a more refined state or condition, but in American usage it spe-
cifically applied to the condition of land."16
Improvement in the nineteenth century grew from two concerns,
both of which sound utterly contemporary. One was concern for the col-
lapse of small towns, the result of the loss of farms and population,
which was, in turn, the result of the loss of productive land. The other
was concern for the land itself. In these nineteenth-century farmers'
view, agricultural land was deteriorating because of bad practice. The
improvers understood that agriculture is inherently destructive. It takes
nutrition and fertility out of the soil to produce crops, feed, and live-
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stock. If agriculture does not replace what it takes out, it finally undercuts
the possibility of both farms and community. In the years Stoll covers, the
movement away from farms was the result not of a rigged economic sys-
tem that favored the giant corporation or industrial-scale farmer but of
the availability of open land to the west. When the land was no longer
productive, farmers moved on, taking "free land." As farm population de-
clined, communities were left desolate. Numerous observers attested to
the fact that the land had been devastated. In 1819, writes Stoll, George W.
Jeffreys called his contemporary agriculture "a land-killing system" and
accurately foresaw that it would "ultimately issue in want, misery, and
depopulation." Stoll explains, "Farmers never simply altered their private
property... they tampered with environments and became implicated in
the rest of nature." He continues, "The deterioration of soil is the inescap-
able injury of agriculture to the environment, so its severity is a sign of
the fealty or failings of any people who husband land."17
What the improvers took up to maintain their farms and their com-
munities was a system known to the ancient Romans: the careful cultiva-
tion and replenishment of soil using manure, preferably from livestock
that were herded carefully to leave their manure scattered throughout
their fields where it was most needed. Those farmers of the early nine-
teenth century frequently quoted Cato's admonition: "Make it an aim to
have a big manure pile. Preserve the manure carefully." They would also
have understood Seneca's forlorn disparagement of surveyors "who can
tell me precisely how many acres I have, but not how much is enough."
The improvers knew they had some things in common with both the
ancient Greeks and Romans. Cato and Seneca were warriors, lawyers,
senators, statesmen, and farmers, deeply involved in the life of their
country. So were Washington, Adams, and numerous other signers of
the Declaration of Independence. America's farmers in those years were
also legislators and citizen-soldiers who left their plows in the field in a
minute to respond to the call to arms.18
Crop rotation and animal husbandry were key elements of what was
known in the 1820s by a variety of names: field-grass husbandry, alter-
nate husbandry, convertible husbandry, up-and-down husbandry.
What's in a name? Rotational grazer Ralph Lentz, who taught agriculture
in high school for years, might say, "A lot!" He notes that before he fin-
ished teaching, "animal husbandry" changed to " animal science." The
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other agriculture course titles changed in the same way. "The implica-
tions of that change are just huge!" says Ralph. StolPs descriptions of the
old articles in journals and newspapers of the day, with suggested rota-
tions and ideas for winter pasturing, keeping 50 percent of the land in
pasture or hay, have a very contemporary ring. A rancher in Montana
once told me that his father, who homesteaded the place in the 1890s,
told him, "Take half and leave half, and you'll always have plenty of grass."
And he did. In addition to crop rotation, manure, and animal husband-
ry, confinement was an issue then as it is now. Monoculture and com-
modity crops were issues then (though they were not called commodity
crops) as they are now. One exasperated New England farmer urged a
new kind of agriculture altogether, to replace the one they had been
taught by preceding generations who thought that "the more corn they
could plant, and the more wheat they could sow, the more profits they
derived." Those earlier farmers who followed poor practice "lived in the
illusion of limitless gain," notes Stoll, a warning that contemporary leg-
islators, farmers, and the general public might well heed.19
Once again, in our own agriculture we are plowing ground that has
been plowed before, rehashing arguments articulated centuries ago,
learning to understand what others understood long ago. How is it that
what is clear to the science and practice of one generation is ignored or
forgotten by the next? We seem to need to relearn old lessons over and
over again. Ralph's comment on the difference between animal hus-
bandry and animal science offers a clue to this. Have we replaced agrar-
ian values with commercial values? Such a shift could have implications
that "are just huge!"
HUNGER STORIES
Unfortunately, all of these farm and community stresses have an impact
on children, either indirectly, as their parents feel the pinch, or directly,
as hunger stalks families on the margins. Now, as the nation gets wealth-
ier, the hungry get hungrier. A 1999 report from the Government Ac-
counting Office concluded, "There is a growing gap between the number
of children living in poverty—an important indicator of children's need
for assistance—and the number of children receiving food stamp assis-
tance." That gap has increased every year since. In 2001, the Food Re-
search and Action Center reported, "Approximately four million
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American children under age 12 go hungry and 9.6 million more are at
risk of hunger according to estimates based on the results of the most
comprehensive study ever done on childhood hunger in the United
States—the Community Childhood Hunger Identification Project." The
survey included more than five thousand families living on incomes below
185 percent of the federal poverty level, and the council applied that to the
best available national data. Note the level it set for its inquiry: 185 percent
of the poverty line, a level that is beyond people who work for minimum
wage for a family of three or four. The survey results showed that as many
as 13.6 million children under twelve—29 percent of the U.S. total—"live
in families that must cope with hunger or the risk of hunger during some
part of one or more months of the previous year." A 2003 report by the
Food Research and Action Center found that "38.2 million people lived in
households experiencing food insecurity compared to 33.2 million people
in 2001 and 31 million people in 1999." In 2004, the center reported that
"11.9% of all U.S. households were 'food insecure' because of lack of re-
sources," up from 11.2 percent the previous year.20
Other surveys reinforce these conclusions. The USDA reported that,
in 1998, 10.5 million households (10.2 percent of the U.S. total) were
"food insecure," meaning that they did not have access to enough food to
meet their basic needs. Of the total number of food insecure individuals,
40 percent were children. This represented an increase of 6.4 million
adults and 3.7 million children between 1997 and 1998—years of fabulous
growth in the stock market. A 2003 report from the USDA showed 20
million adults and 13 million children living in families that suffer from
hunger or live on the edge of hunger. Yet, overall, poverty declined 11.3
percent between 1998 and 2000. Nevertheless, as the recession gathered
steam in the final months of 2001, December food stamp participation
increased by 246,070 over November, the ninth straight month of in-
creases, "representing a growth of 1.8 million persons between February,
2001, and December of that same year." Figures released in June 2002
revealed 1 million new U.S. families dealing with food insecurity, won-
dering how to feed their children. The Women, Infants, and Children
program serves low-income pregnant women, new mothers, infants, and
children at nutritional risk. In 2000, the average monthly participation
in the program was 7 million. As the economy declined in 2001, partici-
pation increased, reaching 7.5 million.21
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The U.S. Conference of Mayors has also documented a steady in-
crease in the demand for emergency food assistance since 1983. In 1997,
as the nation's prosperity increased under the false promise that a rising
tide lifts all boats, requests for assistance rose by an average of 16 percent
from the previous year, though the number of families with children
increased only 13 percent during that same time. In 2004, the conference
reported that 96 percent of major U.S. cities saw increases in requests for
food stamps and hunger assistance such as food banks. The increases
averaged 14 percent. The organization's report of 2005 showed similar
numbers. Catholic Charities USA reported that more than 5.6 million
persons used their emergency food services in 1996 (another banner
year for stocks), food banks served more than 2.7 million, and soup
kitchens, a reminder of the lines during the Great Depression, served
another 1 million.22
To me, there are three striking things about these reports: First, on
average, 38 percent of the adults qualifying for food assistance were em-
ployed full-time. Second, hunger in America was increasing during a
time (1983-2001) defined by increases in our gross national product, a
flourishing economy, and a readily acknowledged—yet relentlessly
ignored—rapidly expanding gap between the well-off and the poor. The
more recent data show the requests for assistance growing continually,
even as the economy has "recovered" from its shocks early in the new
century. It appears that there really is a trickle-down effect in national
economics; what trickles down, however, is the lowest end of the econo-
my: its circumstances trickle from difficult to desperate. Eventually, the
poor fall off the dock as the tide rises, drowning those who have been
going under all their lives. As John B. Cobb describes it in Sustaining the
Common Good, "A rising tide, we are repeatedly told, raises all ships, and
the rising of the tide is to be measured by GNP." But Cobb isn't buying it.
"The truth is that despite or because of the rising tide, many ships sink,
and . . . these policies [expending natural resources and energy on the
wrong priorities] will only hasten the destruction of the remaining ships
in the inevitable storm."23 As the nation's wealth increases, increased in-
comes never reach those who experience the threat of hunger. It is clear
that, as long as the minimum wage stays below poverty level, employ-
ment programs will not solve the problems associated with poverty and
its concomitant hunger. Third, this increase in hunger coincides with an
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extraordinary growth of yield (measured in single crops) in agriculture.
This growth fuels a continuing but unsubstantiated advertising claim by
large producers that we feed the world. It is also linked to the shift to
monoculture land use and the rise of a global economy. We cannot bear
to admit that our vaunted farm technology will never feed the world
because our major grain traders will not sell to the hungry because the
hungry cannot afford to pay. The disconnect lies between our agricul-
tural skills and high yields and our capacity to feed our people.
In early 2002, pundits reported that the recent recession was over. It
wasn't. The claim was repeated in September 2003. It wasn't then either.
In 2006, the government is still telling us that the economy is on the up-
swing. The corporate economy appears to be. But the personal economy
continues to fall. What the pronouncements make clear is that econo-
mists at the highest levels of government and in academe do not have a
clue about how to evaluate the wealth or the health of a national econo-
my. They appear wholly unaware that a wealthy economy may not be
healthy at all.
SECURITY, INSECURITY, AND FOOD
The concepts of food security and food insecurity came into play during
an earlier food crisis that gained worldwide attention in 1972-1974.
Newspapers were filled with haunting pictures of emaciated children in
Bangladesh and Biafra. People around the world wanted to help, and
many did. In the midst of that sadness and concern, the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization sponsored a series of conferences, beginning
in 1974, that came to see food security as having two aspects: on the one
hand, food security means that there is food available locally, nationally,
internationally, and on the other hand, it means that individuals and na-
tions have access to those food supplies. The Overseas Development In-
stitute tracks growth in delegates' understanding of food security. In
1983, according to the institute, "FAO expanded its concept to include a
third prong, securing access by vulnerable people to available supplies.
Attention should be balanced between the demand and supply side of
the food security equation." As for food insecurity, there are two kinds,
explains Majda Bne Saad of the Centre for Development Studies at Uni-
versity College Dublin. "Transitory food insecurity is a temporary de-
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cline in a household's access to enough food. Chronic food insecurity is
a continuously inadequate diet caused by the inability to acquire food."
The latter type is caused primarily by poverty; the former may be caused
by drought, flood, war, widespread disease that prevents the tending of
crops, or agricultural dumping of surpluses that put small, local farmers
out of work. In some cases, as in the recent crisis in Zimbabwe, govern-
ments have access to food but, through sheer ineptness, corruption, or
lack of infrastructure, fail to deliver it to their people.24
NO ROOM FOR THE UNEXPECTED
There is a parallel, of course, between economic security and food secu-
rity. They are not perfectly contiguous, for there are times of natural and
social disasters when it does not matter how much money one has; there
is simply no food available for purchase, and both rich and poor go hun-
gry. But in most of the world, most of the time, the poor go hungry. For
all of us, when the margin in our bank account dwindles, the household
budget get a little crazy. If anything unexpected goes wrong—the car's
engine fails, the washer or dryer breaks for the final time because the
manufacturer no longer makes parts—we begin to juggle expenses. Who
can we stall this month so we can take care of the rest of the bills? It takes
little imagination for a middle-class person with some credit card debt
to wonder how long his or her family might stay afloat if the loss of a job
left them without an income. "Two months and I'd be on the street," a
friend told me a few years back. Being "on the street" means being hun-
gry, searching for food in the trash bins behind restaurants and grocery
stores.
We run a similar risk when food in the world's pantry runs low.
When the unexpected happens—a drought here, an infestation there—
food supplies go a little crazy too. For all the wealth of our markets, the
world has not achieved economic security for the majority of its popula-
tion, and for all of U.S. farming's commodity production successes of
recent decades, the world has not yet come close to achieving food secu-
rity. One thing we might learn from this is that increasing U.S. commod-
ity production, for which there is a continual cry from the agribusiness
industries, will not touch hunger in poor countries or reach poor people
in our own nation.
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Further, increased production of commodities may not be a realistic
option for us or for the world. In 1999, world grain production fell near-
ly 2 percent, while the population increased by some 78 million. A severe
drought in Russia and a slighter one in India undercut the gains made in
the United States and in the European Union. Meat production has also
been slowing down the last few years, and the per capita supply from the
world's fisheries showed a 2.4 percent decline in 1998. Saad writes that,
for the last twenty-five years, food production has "successfully kept
ahead of population growth." Some believe that we can continue to do
that for another twenty-five years, "but against this reality, hunger still
persists in many parts of the world," she notes. Some "800 million are
chronically malnourished.... Millions more become blind, retarded or
suffer other disabilities that impair functioning because of lack of vita-
mins and minerals. Moreover, hunger and poverty are the root of much
political turmoil and armed conflict, and of a growing tide of refugees
and migrants."25
All these statistics lead the Worldwatch Institute to conclude that
world food security will not be achieved soon. We may always have the
poor with us, which means that we will always have the hungry as well.
But why? The institute's concern is based on several factors, also reflected
in the statistics. It reports that "a substantial portion of the world's cur-
rent grain harvest is based on the unsustainable use of resources, pri-
marily land and water." It cites the impacts of such practice in Kazakhstan,
which, thanks to "big iron" and chemicals, produced and exported more
grain between 1980 and 1998 than Australia did. Since then, however,
half of Kazakhstan's grain lands have been lost to wind erosion.26
Another factor that contributes to food shortages down the road is
the overpumping of groundwater. Unfortunately, in the major food-
producing countries that are heavily dependent on irrigation—China
and India—and in North Africa and the Middle East, water tables are
falling. The Worldwatch Institute describes a report by a joint Sino-
Japanese research team indicating that water tables are falling almost
everywhere in China that the land is flat. Under the North China Plain,
which produces 40 percent of China's grain harvest, water tables are fall-
ing by an estimated five feet a year. Throw in poor conservation prac-
tices with crops, combine them with drought, and the result is severe
dust storms that outclass our own Dust Bowl of the 1930s, choking off
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and closing down cities as large as Beijing and as far away as Seoul. The
Worldwatch Institute also points out that, in India, the drawdown of un-
derground water for the nation as a whole is double the rate of recharge,
and in the United States, aquifers upon which we depend for irrigation
agriculture are also being drained more quickly than they can be replen-
ished. The Ogallala aquifer, which supplies irrigation to agriculture in
parts of eight western states, is now estimated to have a life expectancy of
twenty to forty years, although it may not last even that long. Under the
pressure of drought conditions, the groundwater in western Kansas fell
five feet in the summer of 2002.27 One might think that drought years
would trigger conservation. Instead, we just pump harder. "The frog," the
old Aztecs said, "does not drink up the pond in which he lives." Is it pos-
sible that we humans might someday acquire the wisdom of frogs?
In 2000, the Worldwatch Institute concluded, "The reality is that
hunger is the product of human decisions—especially decisions about
how a society is organized. Whether people have a decent livelihood,
what status is accorded to women, and whether governments are ac-
countable to their people—these have far more impact on who eats and
who does not than a country's agricultural endowment does Poverty
—rather than food shortages—is frequently the underlying cause of
hunger." Their report also indicates that "poverty and hunger . . . result
from a range of misguided government policies, from inequitable distri-
bution of land and other resources to poor management of foreign debt."
The uproar over the World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle and
subsequent meetings is another reflection of the impact of poor policy
on hunger and poverty, according to the Worldwatch Institute: "The
growing emphasis on free trade in agricultural products brings addi-
tional nutritional vulnerabilities. Current trade arrangements, such as
the Agreement on Agriculture under the World Trade Organization, per-
mit the industrial farmers of Europe and North America to sell subsi-
dized grain, oils, and other commodity surpluses cheaply in developing
nations, undercutting local farmers and forcing many off the land."28
Perhaps even more telling in terms of food security for the world is
that both wheat and rice supplies are down. World stocks of corn are up,
but a rapidly increasing portion is grown for ethanol and other fuels.
Globally, 95 percent of soybeans are now fed to animals, which do pro-
vide meat or milk. Wheat carryover stocks were at seventy-eight days in
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1999, the third lowest on record—higher only than those in 1996 and
1997. Wheat and corn stocks need to be higher than rice supplies, the
Worldwatch Institute points out, because they are rain-dependent. Rice,
always irrigated, rarely fluctuates in production more than 2 percent, but
year-to-year swings of wheat and corn may reach 10 percent. The impli-
cation of this for farmers and for consumers is that, "when carryover
stocks drop below 60 days of consumption [exactly the amount reported
in 2005], prices become highly volatile and can easily double from one
year to the next." It is necessary, then, to hold world carryover stocks at
approximately seventy days to maintain price stability in world markets
and to cushion the effects of a poor harvest. The Worldwatch Institute
makes clear that, although recent declines in grain production have hit
mostly small countries like Kazakhstan and Saudi Arabia, larger coun-
tries will soon have to wrestle with the same problems. That means that
American families, too many of whom already struggle to put food on
the table, will also face food shortages in years to come.29
The good news is that grain production was up in 2005 as a result of
fair weather and an increase in acreage planted around the globe. Meat
production also increased in 2004, by 2 percent. The bad news is that
hunger also increased during that time. About 852,000 people "go hun-
gry each day, about 18 million more than in the mid-1990s." Further,
"hunger now kills more than 5 million children each year—roughly one
child each five seconds."30
The fallout from these international community pressures ramifies
through every aspect of our own communities as well. We take America's
food security for granted, believing that we are the world's greatest food
suppliers. It has been a given in our thinking, reliable as a mathematical
equation. Yet some agricultural economists now predict that by 2007, the
United States will become a net food importer—an indicator normally
associated with the least-developed countries.31 Indeed, the last few months
of 2004 showed net food imports for the first time since the mid-twentieth
century.
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CHAPTER 11
Farming in Developing Countries
One striking feature of comments from participants in an eighty-nation
agriculture "e-conference" in 1999 was the broad agreement in many na-
tions about what is happening to small farming, the environment, farm-
ers' access to markets, and the circumstances of farmworkers and food
processors. The issues are similar around the globe. The economic, so-
cial, and psychological symptoms of change, and perhaps even the causes
of change, are pretty clear on every continent.
The exchange of e-mails in this conference drew a wide diversity of
people: farmers, agriculture experts, university faculty members, and
policymakers. What was surprising, though perhaps it should not have
been, was the worldwide awareness of the multifunctionality of small
farms. There was a clear recognition among these international observ-
ers of the value of small farms and their connection to social and envi-
ronmental health, a concept featured only minimally in the agricultural
policies of the United States. There was also widespread agreement in
every quarter about the nature of the issues, and their causes, that farm-
ers must deal with. Participants believed that, in nearly every case, glo-
balization separates farmers from their markets, reduces family farm
income, and finally separates them from their land. The rise of corporate
control of farming, "mining the earth" instead of husbanding it, as sev-
eral participants put it, leads to more and more contractual arrange-
ments that strip farmers of their freedom. It creates a new form of
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indentured servitude. Participants also expressed widespread concern
for world food security.
The environmental degradation caused by extensive chemical inputs
led to some of the saddest comments from small farmers around the
world. One of the most touching came in an e-mail that began pleas-
antly enough: "We, the farmers of Sri Lanka, believe that we speak for all
of our brothers and sisters the world over when we identify ourselves as
a community who are integrally tied to the success of ensuring global
food security." What followed was devastating.
We have watched for many years as the progression of experts, scien-
tists, and development agents passed through our communities with
some or another facet of the modern scientific world. We confess that
at the start we were unsophisticated in matters of the outside world
and welcomed this input. We followed advice and we planted as we
were instructed. The result was a loss of the varieties of seeds that we
carried with us through history, often spanning three or more millen-
nia. The result was the complete dependence on high input crops that
robbed us of crop independence. In addition we farmers, producers of
food, respected for our ability to feed populations, were turned into
the poisoners of the land and living things, including fellow human
beings. The result in Sri Lanka is that we suffer from social and cul-
tural dislocation and suffer from the highest pesticide-related death
toll on the planet.
The e-mail concluded, "Was this the legacy that you the agricultural sci-
entists wanted to bring us? We think not. We think that you had good
motives and intentions, but left things in the hands of narrowly educat-
ed, insensitive people."
Reg Preston, working with the UN Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion in Vietnam, seconded and then extended the comment of the Sri
Lankan farmers with his e-mail description of the current dilemma:
"The developed countries continue to mine their natural resources while
most poor farmers in the developing countries actually practice inte-
grated farming in the face of huge pressure from multinationals to pro-
mote monoculture for their own short-term ends, lack of technical and
financial support from their own governments, most of whose advisors
have been trained in 'agricultural mining technology' in the industrial
world, and markets distorted by 'dumping' from the industrial coun-
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tries." E. R. Orskov of the Rowett Research Institute in Aberdeen, UK,
lent support to both the comments made above. "If multinational com-
panies were rewarded for their contribution to poverty alleviation rather
than maximizing profits for their shareholders we would do a lot better!
Most of the high tech solutions have contributed more to poverty cre-
ation than alleviation. What have the bankrupted intensive animal pro-
duction systems in South East Asia, supported by Western feed, Western
animals, and Western medicine done for poverty alleviation? They have
left a trail of poverty."
For decades, as the United States engaged in a cold war with the Soviet
Union, we saw a world conflict between East and West. Much of the rest of
the world had a different vision: that of a world divided between a wealthy
North and an exploited South. Miguel Holle of Centro Internacional de la
Papa in Lima, Peru, suggested one reason the richer North might be lagging
behind the poorer peasant farmers of the South in understanding the issues
facing farmers around the world: "Our most common thinking is mono-
functional, and the reality of small or poor or traditional or marginal farm-
ers is multifunctional with quite a complexity."
An Australian farmer, identified only as Danderto, saw the current
international issue as follows: "Emphasis on production agriculture has
led to a lose/lose situation in both the countries of the North and South.
In the North we have vast tracts of land being degraded and not pro-
ducing any profit. In the South we have land being converted to 'mod-
ern' cash cropping and causing loss of employment, community
cohesiveness, and cultural and environmental degradation." If one
doubts Danderto's charge that we in the Northern Hemisphere are fol-
lowing a production agriculture that does not produce any profit, one
has only to remember Illinois's production costs for raising corn and
soybeans in 2005 or the most recent numbers about farm income and
non-farm income. (See chapter 9.) Danderto's analysis is on target, not
only for Australia but for America as well. Danderto does see a possible
solution: "Perhaps one way of turning this around is to acknowledge
that land is more than a food and fibre factory, so the technologies cho-
sen should seek to improve the land's ability to serve many functions."
That seems easier to say than to accomplish. Doing so would require
replacing some of our most powerful myths with accurate information.
Acknowledging some of the myths that drive us, like the myth that larg-
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er is more productive and more efficient, is a first step, as Vance Haugen
told us early on.
What is clear and indelible is that small farmers in many countries
are struggling. The losses farmers have suffered over the past fifty years
cross both national and climatic boundaries, and they are similar in
nearly every case. American farmers are neither isolated nor insulated
from this system's apparent pitfalls.
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CHAPTER 12
The WTO, NAFTA, CAFTA, an
the FTAA
Thanks to the publicity surrounding the 1999 World Trade Organization
(WTO) meeting in Seattle and subsequent meetings, most U.S. citizens
know about the WTO. Because so much of the news focused on isolated
incidents of property damage, there is considerable wonder among our
own farmers and other citizens at the opposition, hostility, and outright
anger expressed toward the WTO. In spite of the media reports, however,
the real threats posed to democracy, farmers, laboring people (including
white-collar laborers), human health, and the environment by our free
trade negotiations are becoming better known.
Many Americans also know there is a North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA), but fewer know any details or real outcomes of it.
Fewer still, I suspect, know about the Free Trade Area of the Americas
(FTAA). The latter was promulgated as the means to extend free trade
agreements beyond Mexico, Canada, and the United States to include
more than thirty other countries in Latin America. It would have ex-
tended the economic boundaries of free trade, "liberalizing" it beyond
the agreements already gained by the WTO and NAFTA. Farmers and
their nations are already implicated in the WTO and NAFTA and now
will be deeply affected by the development of an agreement among Cen-
tral American countries, the Dominican Republic, and the United States,
generally referred to as CAFTA, that narrowly passed our Congress.
The names of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the
World Bank are also well known, though what they do and how their
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policies work are less well known and understood. Yet many of their
policies, programs, and lending actions radically alter the nature of agri-
culture for the countries involved, without farmers' or agriculturalists'
participation in the negotiations. Those who care about our local farms
and about social justice need to know the possibilities inherent in these
trade agreements and the activities of the IMF and World Bank. Under-
standing their impact on the lives of our citizens, especially farming citi-
zens, and our democracy is critical. Though the WTO, NAFTA, FTAA,
World Bank, and IMF are not all the same, decisions and actions taken
by any one trigger decisions and actions by the others. Their purposes,
actions, and impacts are not the same either, but they are interrelated.
The WTO has not conducted any studies about the impact of free
trade thus far. A recent study by UN University's World Institute for De-
velopment Economics Research, however, looked at the results of IMF
and World Bank involvement with forty-seven of the poorest countries
receiving the most aid. That report revealed that they are poorer today
than they were when the World Bank was established in 1944. In its own
study in 2003, the IMF reported that countries that follow IMF require-
ments for loans often suffer a "collapse in growth rates" and also face
"significant financial crises." The open currency markets encouraged by
IMF actually "amplify the effects of various shocks." Summary state-
ments in the report reveal the disconnect between economic theory and
practice: "While financial globalization can, in theory, help to promote
economic growth through various channels, there is as yet no robust
empirical evidence that this causal relationship is quantitatively very im-
portant." There doesn't seem to be much less-than-robust evidence to
support the contention either, but there is a great deal to refute the list of
benefits claimed for free trade in agriculture and other affected sectors.
The section concludes, "One of the theoretical benefits of financial glo-
balization, other than to enhance growth, is to allow developing coun-
tries to better manage macroeconomic volatility, especially by reducing
consumption volatility relative to output volatility." Since food security
trumps economic development for most of the world's people and is one
expression of genuine economic development, the volatility that the IMF
hopes to curb has a direct effect on food, food security, and hunger
around the world. How beneficial has its policy been? Its own report
continues, "The evidence suggests that, instead, countries that are in the
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early stages of financial integration have been exposed to significant risks
in terms of higher volatility of both output and consumption."1
Both the IMF and the World Bank have endured serious public crit-
icism by social justice activists in the United States and abroad for many
years. Yet they have not much changed their practices to reduce the mis-
ery they have created around the world. In terms of hunger and trade in
agriculture, we are still steaming downriver into the darkness, without
lights to probe the fog, and the buoys have gone silent. To our peril, we
are ignoring the warning bells of those studies that have been done in
many areas of the globe.
The negotiating documents of the WTO, NAFTA, and FTAA all have
sections called Agreements on Agriculture. They have been a primary
stumbling block in the negotiations. In the recent CAFTA negotiating
documents, there is no Agreement on Agriculture; the sections that af-
fect agriculture are scattered throughout, perhaps in an effort to make
the real effects of the agreement more difficult to discover and weigh.
Throughout the history of the WTO and NAFTA, the advantages some-
how have not accrued to farmers, or developing nations, or the hungry
—all of whom should benefit from free trade, according to the theory.
Neither do the advantages accrue to the nations that negotiate the agree-
ments, for signatories, including the United States, sacrifice important
elements of their own sovereign authority and integrity. The agreements
forbid nations to establish their own agricultural policies, for example,
or pursue their own goals, or protect their own citizens. Not only must
impediments to free trade, such as tariffs and export subsidies, be elimi-
nated, but national, state, and even local laws must be changed to fit the
new agreements. These specifications are true of CAFTA as well, and
they will be true of the FTAA negotiations that will take place in some
form soon. Before it could sign on to NAFTA, Mexico, for example, had
to amend its national constitution to eliminate land protections for
peasant farmers.2 Further, "non-tariff trade barriers" have to go, so that
those nations that agree to the WTO, NAFTA, CAFTA, and FTAA regula-
tions also agree that they will not protect their farmers or their crops,
regional or national businesses, their workers, their environment, or
even human health, from the encroachments of any trader.
So who does benefit from free trade? Certainly, transnational corpo-
rations, and the politicians who receive campaign contributions from
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those corporations—not only those in the U.S. Congress and the White
House, but those in farm states' state legislatures as well. These agree-
ments do not make trade free; they set free the transnational corporations
that can now trade without regulation, control, or accountability to the
public. As the Friends Committee on Unity with Nature tactfully put it in
2003, "In truth, these agreements have primarily promoted the produc-
tivity and profitability of large corporations by reducing legal constraints
on their activities."3 When there are complaints about trade, it is nations,
not transnational traders, that are penalized with economic sanctions or
fines, thus creating a burden on the nation's taxpayers if the agreements
are not met. Further, the agents that decide such penalties are not na-
tional or state courts but tribunals of free trade experts that do their work
in secret. Appeals cannot be made to any nation's court system but must
be addressed to the tribunal that made the original decision.
NAFTA studies have focused primarily on industry and jobs rather
than agriculture, but nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have
made several analyses of NAFTA's impact on farming and have also
looked into the impact of free trade on agriculture under the WTO, IMF,
and World Bank. These studies reveal a wide disparity between theory
and practice, a disconnect between the reasons given for agreements and
results on the ground. The results show that farmers in the United States
and around the world get squeezed so that farm prices drop, consumer
prices escalate, and agribusiness profits soar.4 Meanwhile, the U.S. Con-
gress is prohibited by the trade agreements from taking steps to regulate
U.S. agricultural trade. As we have seen, the text of those agreements
makes clear that trade agreements take precedence over the U.S. Consti-
tution and any other federal, state, or local laws. To whom do citizens
who want to change the system turn? Article 1, section 8 of the Constitu-
tion grants members of Congress the power "to regulate commerce with
foreign nations, and among the several states, and with the Indian tribes."
According to article 1, section 7, initiatives to increase revenue must be-
gin in the House, though the Senate is free to "propose or concur with
amendments as with other bills." But, as we will see below, each free trade
agreement renders Congress powerless to change the treaties it has
signed. Democracy is disabled. In signing each treaty, Congress surren-
ders its power to "regulate commerce with foreign nations" and turns
over some of its authority to initiate increases in revenue to the secret
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trade tribunals that can impose penalties that inevitably require raising
revenues, whether Congress wishes to or not.
These trade agreements are based not on economic theory but on
sales pitches. Theories may be supported or disproved by experiment or
experience, but no matter what outcomes the WTO and NAFTA pro-
duce, the theories do not change. They proceed as accepted fact rather
than hypotheses. Such theories do not have the substance of myth, but
they have myths' persistence and believers. Since the results rarely seem
to match the promises, proponents of the theories rarely examine the
outcomes; even after the evidence is clear that the theories are wrong,
they keep promoting them as mantras for personal and corporate gain.
Even when hunger is growing around the world, steps that could feed the
world's impoverished hungry are ignored, undermined, or prohibited by
free trade agreements.
DISSENTERS AND PROPHETS
In the debates over world trade and NAFTA, there were a few dissenters
early on, but their caveats were ignored. According to Sophia Murphy,
director of International Trade Studies for the Institute for Agriculture
and Trade Policy (IATP), the UN Food and Agriculture Organization
held that the free trade Agreements on Agriculture "would accelerate the
already-established trend of developing-country dependency on food
imports," raising concerns about food security. That prediction turned
out to be accurate, but the information was buried under the sea of pre-
tentious claims favoring free trade in agricultural goods. Murphy also
describes the forecast of Kevin Watkins of the Catholic Institute for In-
ternational Relations that, under NAFTA, "over-production would not
be curtailed, and that under-priced imports to developing countries
would increase under the AoA." Watkins also believed that cutting price
support mechanisms would not reduce production in the developed
countries.5 He turned out to be a prophet, as we'll see later, in a report
from Mexico.
Public Citizen's Global Trade Watch, in its report on the first seven
years of NAFTA, reminded us, "The National Farmers Union was con-
cerned that NAFTA would undermine sustainable agriculture in all three
countries"—Mexico, Canada, and the United States—and make it easy
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for them to reduce or eliminate the farm support systems in place to
protect family farms. The National Farmers Union, like the Food and
Agriculture Organization and Watkins, was dead on. Public Citizen sub-
sequently praised Minnesota's IATP because it "pointed out that specific
provisions in NAFTA encouraged concentration in the food processing
industry and the expansion of factory farms and agribusiness in all three
NAFTA countries." lATP's view was also prophetic, and that agency has
monitored developments since, maintaining a page on its Web site .that
provides up-to-date information on the status of current negotiations in
the WTO, NAFTA, CAFTA, and other industrial and agricultural trade
agreements.6
The results of WTO and NAFTA thus far make all those dissenting
agencies look as if they could foretell the future. What they really did, of
course, was study the negotiating documents, think very carefully about
what they found, and provide more accurate analyses than did corpora-
tions and federal governments, all of which had reasons for distorting
their analyses or keeping them secret. One might wish that the U.S. Con-
gress had seen fit to study the documents as carefully. As we will see, la-
bor and consumers had good reason to fear unrestrained agricultural
trade, and the environment has suffered new onslaughts as well.
DOING THE NUMBERS ON NAFTA
NAFTA has perhaps had a more direct impact on us than has the WTO,
though the continuing rancorous debate over genetically modified crops
indicates that the WTO also has a powerful influence. Trade theory in
NAFTA predicted essentially the same five outcomes for all three agree-
ing nations. In the United States, it was sold to us with the following
claims:
1. Production for export in both industry and agriculture would cre-
ate U.S. jobs, at least two hundred thousand overall and fifty thousand
in agriculture alone, to gear up for export production.
2. In developed countries, there would be reduced subsidy payments
to farmers, which would lead to reduced commodity prices.
3. Lower prices would reduce output, because commodities without
subsidies would not be profitable.
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4. Farm incomes would increase as a result of the demand for agricul-
tural exports.
5. Consumers would pay lower retail prices as a result of lower world
food prices.7
In any assessment of NAFTA, there are landmarks along the way.
Just prior to the fifth anniversary of NAFTA, Robert Weissman, editor of
the Multinational Monitor, commented that it had been a "five-year par-
ty for multinational corporations Unfortunately, the corporate CEOs
have been dancing on the heads of the rest of us."8 Now, after more than
eleven years of NAFTA, it appears none of the predictions or promises
listed above have been borne out.
1. After just five years, "200,000 verifiable specific U.S. jobs [were] lost
to NAFTA," Russell Mokhiber and Robert Weissman report in Corpo-
rate Predators. Robert E. Scott writes that, since NAFTA was signed,
"the rise in the U.S. trade deficit with Canada and Mexico through
2002 has caused the displacement of production that supported
879,280 U.S. jobs. Most of those lost jobs were high-wage positions in
manufacturing industries." But the number of jobs lost rather than
created is only one reflection of the impact of NAFTA on workers.
Scott continues, "NAFTA has also contributed to rising income in-
equality, suppressed real wages for production workers, weakened
workers' collective bargaining powers and ability to organize unions,
and reduced fringe benefits."9
2. Instead of reducing agriculture subsidy payments in the developed
countries—which insist through the IMF and World Bank that devel-
oping countries must reduce theirs—subsidy payments to U.S. and
European commodity growers have continued, and even increased, in
all three countries since NAFTA's 1994 implementation.10
3. Rather than reducing agricultural production, Mexico, Canada,
and the United States have held production steady or increased it.
"The U.S. has fewer farmers, larger farms, as much land in production
as before, and similar, even increasing levels of production," Murphy
reports. Her argument is supported by data that extend from 1987
(pre-NAFTA) through 1999. During those years, hog producers
dropped off as if they'd been imbibing atrazine on Saturday nights—a
50 percent reduction. Farmer-owned dairies swirled down the drain
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at a 40 percent loss. Wheat growers disappeared like chaff in the wind,
falling by 30 percent. At a rate six times greater than during the pre-
NAFTA era, Murphy reports, thirty-three thousand American small
farms have disappeared during the NAFTA years, according to our
own USDA. Yet commodity production has held up or increased in all
three countries.11
4. Farmgate income in all three countries has gone down during the
NAFTA years. Annual total farm income prior to NAFTA's implemen-
tation was approximately $59 billion. In 2001 it was down to $41 bil-
lion, a decline of about 30 percent in seven years. Between 1995 and
2000, the bushel price U.S. farmers received for corn dropped 33 per-
cent. Wheat fell 42 percent during the period, soybeans 34 percent,
and rice 42 percent. In all three countries, government and grain trad-
ers hyped the value of increased exports to farmers and policymakers
as a sure way to increase profits for farmers. To NAFTA's credit, Cana-
dian agricultural exports grew between 1993 and 1999 by 6 billion
Canadian dollars—almost double the previous rates. Still, "in 1998,
the average profitability of Canadian farms, measured by return on
equity, was only 0.3 percent, but the return on equity for the cereal
companies buying and using Canada's commodities such as Kellogg's,
Quaker Oats, and General Mills was 56%, 156%, and 222% respec-
tively." And farmers' net incomes decreased by 19 percent during those
same years.12
5. Consumer prices did not decline as farm incomes fell; rather, they
rose higher than before. In its 1999 study Compare the Share Revisited:
The Family Farm in Question, the Centre for Rural Studies and Enrich-
ment, a Canadian NGO, reported that, "when pork packing compa-
nies in Canada pushed wages down by 40 percent, they also gained
from a decline in pork prices to farmers." The report added, "They
became more profitable than ever." Though exacerbated by NAFTA,
this process has been going on for a long time. In the 1970s, for ex-
ample, Canadian farmers received $0.50 to $0.75 per pound for their
hogs, and the price of a pork chop at the store was between $2.10 and
$2.50 per pound. In recent years, the Centre for Rural Studies and
Enrichment's report showed, pig prices fell to $0.23 per pound, but
the retail price of pork chops rose to $5.00 per pound. Grains fared no
better. While the price farmers received for the 450 grams of wheat
used in a box of crackers went from $0.07 to $0.08, the retail cost of a
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450-gram box of crackers made from that wheat went from $0.77 to
$1.94 (all figures Canadian dollars). According to Public Citizen, here
in the United States, the Consumer Price Index shows that U.S. con-
sumer prices also increased—almost 20 percent during the first seven
years of NAFTA—despite the declines in farm income, that abound in
the documents cited in these pages. As the cost of commodity goods
has gone down, consumer prices have gone up, and transnational
grain trader and food producer corporate profits have increased al-
most geometrically.13
These outcomes made the dissenters look prophetic indeed, maybe
even clairvoyant. Have the economic theorists and free trade supporters
changed their views? Not at all. They make the same promises over and
over again as they defend each new agreement.
TRANSNATIONAL CORPORATIONS VERSUS MEXCANUS
In this lopsided game, no one wins but a handful of CEOs and a few in-
vestors. NAFTA was advertised by the U.S. trade representative as "a win-
win-win" for all three countries. Despite the results of NAFTA, the
CAFTA agreements were described by the same office as "a win-win for
everyone." Not quite. As Murphy points out, even the investor group that
really did win is not as large as one might expect, since seven families
control the world's five largest grain companies.14 The rest of us pay to
watch as peasant farmers are led up the great stone steps of the free trade
temple to be sacrificed.
The free trade agreements have had additional outcomes that,
though they were anticipated by the Food and Agriculture Organization,
the IATP, and other NGOs, are nevertheless startling in their reality. As
documented by Public Citizen's Global Trade Watch, they demonstrate
further the lopsided score.
• As farmer incomes went down 4 percent between 1993 and 2000,
the transnational traders' profits rose. "ConAgra's profits grew 189%
from $143 million to $413 million; and Archer Daniels Midland's
profits nearly tripled between 1993 and 2000 from $110 million to
$301 million." Other transnationals did equally well.
• "Agribusinesses have been able to create new export platforms
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which play farmers from the U.S., Mexico and Canada against one
another in a fight for survival as prices paid to producers are steadi-
ly pushed down."
• U.S. fruit and vegetable growers were severely undercut by produce
from Mexico. Some of the Mexican plantations "are owned and op-
erated by transnational agribusiness concerns which, by relocating
to Mexico, are able to use pesticides banned in the U.S., exploit
$3.60-a-day Mexican farm labor and avoid U.S. regulations regard-
ing safe and sanitary working conditions."
• Taking advantage of their new freedoms from constraint, the
grocers and transnational agribusinesses began to merge. For ex-
ample, Smithfield Foods merged with Murphy Family Farms,
Cargill bought Monsanto, and Tyson Foods took over Iowa Beef
Producers.
In addition, the U.S. International Trade Commission data cited by Public
Citizen indicate that agricultural trade balances are shifting dramatically.
• In 1995, the cattle and beef sectors had a $21 million trade surplus.
By 1999, it had become a $152 million deficit.
• Between 1995 and 1999, the U.S. poultry trade surplus fell 14 percent.
• The frozen fruit trade had a $9 million surplus in 1995 and a $37
million deficit in 1999. Prepared and preserved U.S. fruits, already
in trouble, plunged from a trade deficit of $236 million in 1995 to a
$396 million deficit in 1999. The fruit and vegetable juice industry
watched an $18 million surplus plummet to a $48 million deficit.15
HOW AGRICULTURAL "FREE" TRADE REALLY WORKS
If U.S. and EU farmers, and those in other developed countries, are
struggling, farmers in developing countries are facing even more diffi-
culties because they have less access to credit, less access to information,
poorer transportation infrastructure, and less well developed markets,
all of which means they have even less market power than farmers in the
United States have. Their plight is exacerbated by U.S. and EU transna-
tional traders' dumping surplus subsidized corn on their markets when
their own corn subsidies have been reduced or terminated by WTO or
NAFTA rules or by the demands of the IMF and World Bank.
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In Mexico
In a study titled The Environmental and Social Impacts of Economic Liber-
alization on Corn Production in Mexico, Alejandro Nadal describes some
of the promises and the results of NAFTA in Mexico. Since corn was de-
veloped in "Indian Mexico" five thousand years ago, it has evolved to be-
come not only a staple for the Americas but "one of the three staple food
crops in the world," Nadal points out. "Forty-one racial complexes and
thousands of corn varieties are recognized in Mexico, forming a rich res-
ervoir of genes for coping with drought and other adverse environmental
conditions." Approximately 60 percent of the agricultural land in Mexico
included in NAFTA was cultivated in corn, and corn production account-
ed for 40 percent of the Mexican people working in agriculture. Yet, Nad-
al reports, "NAFTA negotiators failed to recognize the important role
played by this part of Mexico's corn sector in maintaining the country's
genetic diversity, and see these (inefficient) producers merely as a drain
on the economy. As a result, it was considered desirable for this group of
producers to move from corn production to cultivation of other crops, or
to non-agricultural sectors of the economy."16 No one asked, or appar-
ently cared, whether the farmers wanted to quit raising corn or move off
their land to nonagricultural sectors—as if there were jobs available in
town. NAFTA has thus become a tool for a brutal social Darwinism.
Nadal describes the promises made by NAFTA to Mexico and its
farmers. The first was that NAFTA would allow a fifteen-year transition
period for Mexico's corn prices to come into line with international pric-
es. To accomplish this, the Mexican tariff and import permit system
would be changed to a "tariff-rate quota" system that would gradually be
phased out over that time. During that period, the tariff-free amount of
corn allowed into the country would grow at 3 percent per year (ap-
proximately 2.5 million tons, according to Nadal), and ad valorem taxes
would be reduced to zero by 2008. A second promise was that a series of
"adjustment-assistance policies" would be put in place to protect Mexi-
can corn growers from economic disaster. These would range from "di-
rect income support mechanisms to credit, infrastructure investments,
and agricultural research and development." Nadal describes how that
came out: "A key finding of this study is that the planned fifteen-year
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transition period was actually compressed to roughly thirty months. Be-
tween January 1994 and August 1996 domestic corn prices fell by 48%,
thereby converging with the international market some 12 years earlier
than provided for under NAFTA, and forcing Mexican corn producers
into a rapid adjustment." This abrupt end to the adjustment process had
approximately the same shock effect as suddenly eliminating farm bill
benefits to U.S. corn and bean growers would. Further, it "took place
against a background of declining state support for agriculture," says
Nadal. Rather than keeping the adjustment assistance policies in place,
"the policy instruments supposed to assist transition rapidly lost most of
their effectiveness. As a result of inflation, PROCAMPO, the mechanism
for direct income support, lost 40% of its value in real terms. In addi-
tion, credit provision declined to extremely low levels and public invest-
ment in infrastructure was severely curtailed. Finally, the price regulation
agency, CONASUPO, which was to have been gradually phased out, was
completely dismantled in late 1998."17
Pre-agreement computer models, based on the trade theories,
showed that Mexican corn output would decrease gradually as domestic
prices fell, also gradually, so that farmers and farmworkers, their land,
and their capital could be moved to "more productive activities," as Nad-
al paraphrases NAFTA. Further, there would be an environmental ben-
efit, since the models assumed that "marginal land vulnerable to erosion
would be left fallow." From 1994 to 1998, corn prices did fall as a result
of imports of cheap corn, mostly from the United States, but "at a much
faster rate than anticipated." The drop in corn production that was sup-
posed to follow did not occur. Instead, production remained at histori-
cally high levels, and the acres under production actually increased,
"implying a drop in average yield per hectare and suggesting that more
marginal land was being cultivated under increasingly stressful condi-
tions." What went wrong? In Nadal's view, "The fundamental flaw in the
official pre-NAFTA studies was the assumption that only one variable,
market price, would determine changes in the behavior of Mexican corn
producers. However, producers' decisions are made in the light of many
other factors." Though Mexican corn prices went down, the prices of
beans, cotton, barley, rice, sorghum, wheat, and soybeans still remained
lower than the price of corn, "so that corn remained relatively more
profitable." Further, technological changes meant that more corn could
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be grown on less favorable land—if the farmer could afford the inputs.
Those who could afford to do so purchased land, including marginal
land, bought the pesticides and herbicides, and simply grew more corn,
making up for lower prices with more production.18
Some of the outcomes Nadal points up are even more discouraging
than the displacement of many farmers and farmworkers. The result of
increased production through increased inputs is that more chemical
fertilizers and pesticides are being used than ever before, water is being
used at higher rates, aquifers are being drained faster than they can re-
plenish themselves, "and salinization and accumulation of chemical
residues are widespread," Nadal observes. Further, he notes, there is more
compaction from more heavy machines. Farmers are using transgenetic
corn, which pollutes the traditional seeds that account for a major por-
tion of the diversity storage cupboard for the world. And, because there
has been a decline in hired labor, "there is also likely to be a reduction in
capacity to maintain soil conservation structures and practices," many of
them traditional efforts such as "terracing, hedging, groundcover crops,
mulching, minimum tillage, ridge planting and alley cropping."19
The trade theories also assumed that there was no need to worry
about, or even consider, what might happen to subsistence farmers; the
assumption behind that assumption was that subsistence farmers do not
sell their produce. Yet subsistence farmers in Mexico, like U.S. farmers
during the Great Depression and poor people the world over, make what
economists call "petty sales" of their corn to earn enough cash to pay
household bills and to meet emergency needs. Unfortunately, because
they operate on such tiny margins, peasant farmers often have to sell as
soon as the crops come in, when prices are lowest because of abundant
supply. Then they must repurchase corn to restore their family larders in
late winter or spring, when supplies are down and prices are high. This
is a perfect description of the way connections, especially those we do
not recognize, lead from one outcome to another. We are reworking a
system we do not understand, creating an economic ecosystem that
leads to tragedy. One result has been migration. Most of the migrants
move to the cities of Mexico, straining their infrastructure and resources
—a process that began long before NAFTA. Others cross the border to
work in the United States. According to Nadal, "social institutions that
play a key role in resource management tend to deteriorate under the
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combined pressure of poverty and migration."20 He does not mention
the wrath that migration stirs among many Americans, some of whom
are corn growers eager to export their corn to Mexico and are thus indi-
rectly responsible for setting the migratory process in motion.
Nadal concludes his study by saying, "The inclusion of corn in NAF-
TA is a clear example of how trade liberalization planned with a short-
term view can have long-term negative impacts."21 How seldom we know
what we are doing, especially to cultures other than our own, despite our
modern science and learning, our sophisticated technology, and our
higher education. And Nadal is not the only one who reports such nega-
tive outcomes. Emilio Lopez Gamez is a professor of agronomy and one
of the founders of The Countryside Can't Take It Anymore, a coalition
of Mexican farmers protesting globalization. Speaking in Minneapolis
on July 16, 2003, Gamez and Jose Luis Alcocer de Leon, another farmer
and founder of the coalition, reported on Mexico's experience with
NAFTA. They told essentially the same story as Nadal, but they put it in
a slightly more sinister context.
To sign on to NAFTA, Mexico had to revise its constitution's chapter
27, which protected the land rights of peasant farmers against foreclo-
sure, sale, and seizure. Those protections were stripped from the consti-
tution, and now that land is up for sale. Transnational, following a
different tack than the one they take in the United States, are buying up
large amounts of Mexican land made available by this change in the con-
stitution and by the mass exodus of farmers. The transnational' pur-
pose is to develop a broad agricultural enterprise, growing many crops
in a fully integrated system that eliminates local farmers and is essen-
tially regulation free. Gamez and Alcocer de Leon believe that the out-
comes reported by Nadal and others are the deliberate results of a hidden
agenda. What concerns them most are the hidden objectives of the NAF-
TA Agreement on Agriculture. First, creating poverty: The desire was to
push one-half of all Mexican farmers off the land. "This has been accom-
plished," said Gamez. Second, increasing imports: "This too has been
accomplished." Mexico now imports twelve times as much corn as it did
before NAFTA. Third, destruction of the rural economy: NAFTA has
dramatically increased the gap between the rich and the poor, between
those who benefit from free trade and those who do not. "Ninety percent
of the total producers are small," and more than 40 million Mexicans live
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in extreme poverty, yet "out of 6 million producers, only 20,000 benefit
from NAFTA," Gamez reported. Fourth, increased migration: The num-
bers cited by Nadal and other monitors of Mexican agriculture support
Gamez and Alcocer de Leon's contention.22
One of the promises of NAFTA was that, through free trade in agri-
culture, Mexico's economy might look more like that of a developed
country—the United States, for example. This "economic convergence"
was seen as desirable. Indeed, the economic growth that the World Bank
attributes to NAFTA does make Mexico's economic recovery quite like
the U.S. recovery in at least two regards: the wealthy get wealthier, and
the poor get poorer.
In these NAFTA cases, one hears the echoes of farmers in Sri Lanka:
the international economists who developed the free trade scenario were
likely "too narrowly educated and insensitive." Either they did not have
any understanding of social psychology, anthropology, or history, or else
they advanced their theories despite their knowledge, grasping for an-
other corporate opportunity. Perhaps the education of our economists
should broaden their perspectives to include the human implications of
the numbers and equations they rightly love.
In Other Countries
How "free" trade really works in agriculture is further revealed in other
stories from around the globe. Trade and Hunger: An Overview of Case
Studies on the Impact of Trade Liberalisation on Food Security, a collection
of case studies by NGOs around the world, examines the impact of free
trade and structural adjustment programs (SAPs)—the name given to
the "conditionalities" imposed on developing countries by the World
Bank and IMF. (Joseph E. Stiglitz, former World Bank economist and
Nobel Laureate, explains in Globalization and Its Discontents that u<con-
ditionality' refers to more forceful conditions, ones that often turn the
loan into a policy tool.")23
In Tanzania, Trade and Hunger reports, "the overall impact on food
security of the liberalisation of agricultural trade is profoundly negative.
Farmer incomes are declining, and, at the same time, school and medical
fees have been reintroduced under the SAP. Farmers have to part with
some of the little money they earn, and have less to meet farming costs
and to buy food in times of shortage. Food insecurity has thus increased."
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In Kenya, where women make up 70-80 percent of agriculture's labor
force and produce three-quarters of the food, the case study showed that,
"as a result of the country's SAP and the liberalisation of agricultural
trade, many women cannot afford adequate chemicals and fertilizers,
and farm output has declined. Liberalisation has led to an increase in
food imports into the country and caused food dumping (cheap surplus
food from the North) in local markets, hitting the country's own farm-
ers. Liberalisation has also led to an increase in the prices of farm inputs,
putting them beyond the reach of most small farmers." The report from
Thailand includes the following:
Presently Thailand is reeling from the EU's restructuring of the Gen-
eralised System of Preferences. . . . Rural suicide is up and mental
health problems are climbing as evidenced by consultation statistics of
regional health services. Rural crime is up and other social indicators
are starting to blink as well— It is hopefully obvious at this point that
the mess isn't simple: devastating weather patterns, massive unem-
ployment, foreign food shortages putting pressures on domestic sup-
plies, a need to earn foreign exchange to bail out an unbelievably
irresponsible private sector (both domestic debtors and foreign credi-
tors), [and] external pressures to increase trade liberalisation.24
In his essay "Sell the Lexus, Burn the Olive Tree," Greg Palast reports
that the average number of conditionalities on such loans is 114—a bit
like having a two-thousand-pound albatross around one's neck. In Tan-
zania's case, it took about fifteen years for the per capita gross domestic
product to drop from $319 to $210, while poverty rose to include 51
percent of the total population and literacy declined, Palast tells us. Food
security decreased as incomes went down. UN Wire, the United Nations
Foundation's daily news update, reported that, in 2000-2001, one-third
of Tanzanian children between the ages of five and seventeen were forced
to join the workforce to help their families make ends meet. In all, 4.8
million children were working, 4.3 million of them in rural areas in the
informal economy.25
One reason farmers in Tanzania and elsewhere have less to spend on
food is that they want their children to have an education. They are so
marginal, economically, that their dilemma is this: if I pay the school at-
tendance fees, my children face hunger; if I buy my children food, they
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go without schooling. What kind of choice is that? IMF believes that's
not a choice it has imposed with its conditionalities; it's a decision that
people make on their own. The IMF tied a package of 157 conditionali-
ties to Tanzania's loan, most with similar results. Stories like these lead
Eunice Kazembe, Malawi's ambassador to Taiwan, to lament, "As long as
we keep talking about the issue of liberalisation, structural adjustment
and now globalisation largely in terms of GNP, economic growth, com-
petitiveness and such technical terms, we will continue to gloss over the
real issues and the dehumanisation and indignity that supposedly well
meaning initiatives of the World Bank, IMF, WTO and such institutions
can promote." Kazembe's comments become a litany of times past con-
trasted with present circumstances in the small-farm-dependent villages
of her country. As in the United States, there is a direct tie between the
loss of small farms and the loss of food security and schools.
Times were when, in the villages I know, there was not just enough to
eat, but of adequate variety to ensure healthy growth for children and
physical stamina for the adults. Not anymore. Children are hungry
and listless most of the time, their mental and physical potential sabo-
taged and limited from childhood. Adults, physically weakened, are
unable to concentrate their minds and to work long hours as they used
to. Times were when schools had books and writing materials, teach-
ers had motivation because they earned enough to live on and had
respect in the local community. Now most children go to school, yes,
but with nothing to write on, nothing to read Time was when what
the villager produced from the land had value.26
These are important voices for us to hear, since many of those agri-
cultural trade agreements have been initiated by U.S. corporations and
promoted vigorously by the U.S. government in international negotia-
tions, and by the IMF and World Bank, which are essentially our coun-
try's instruments for enforcing our foreign policy. These stories give us a
glimpse of our own American farm future if it is left in the hands of
transnational corporations and our own government. After fifty years of
such experiences, is there any wonder so many people around the world
resent us and fear our influence? Stiglitz concludes, "While conditional-
ity did engender resentment, it did not succeed in engendering develop-
ment. Studies at the World Bank and elsewhere showed not just that
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conditionality did not ensure that money was well spent and that coun-
tries would grow faster but that there was little evidence it worked at all"
(Stiglitz's emphasis).27
TRIPPED UP BY TRIPS?
Small farmers in other areas of the world also face an intellectual prop-
erty obstacle. Corporate scientists tap the indigenous knowledge of
plants, learned over many generations by farmers in, for example, India,
Southeast Asia, or the jungles of Latin America, and then patent that
knowledge as their own intellectual property. These patents on trade-
related intellectual property (TRIP) then prohibit local farmers from
continuing to use the plants, even for their own traditional, local, me-
dicinal purposes. The patents often prohibit farmers from saving or us-
ing seeds from the plants they have grown or harvested for generations.
Instead, they have to purchase new seed every year from the seed compa-
nies that hold the patents.28
Exclusive claims to intellectual property complicate the system in
other ways. Our land-grant universities, originally friends to the farmer,
often conduct the research that creates intellectual property and thus
have more recently been better friends to chemical companies, farm
equipment manufacturers, and agribusiness. As the percentage of state
support declines, says Jerry Caulder, CEO of Mycogen, "the farmer is go-
ing to become more and more at the mercy of the few who own intel-
lectual properties. Again, it goes back to the shortsightedness of funding
basic research in such a parsimonious fashion. The universities are be-
coming branches of whoever they can get a contract from." Major agri-
cultural corporations have become a primary source of such contracts.
As a result, large components of the ag departments at our land-grant
universities now work for the industrial sector of the agricultural econ-
omy that makes its profit at the expense of small farmers. They assist in
turning Jefferson's "independent yeomen" into serfs. In the process, nei-
ther the universities nor the corporations mention the loss of academic
freedom imposed by these economic constraints, or how they might af-
fect the free inquiry upon which science depends.29 The land-grant Uni-
versity of Minnesota, invented to serve our state's people, has expressed
its Department of Agriculture's commitment to become a leader in the
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development of genetically modified crops and the artificial agriculture
that benefits transnational corporations. It is no accident that the newest
crop research building on the University of Minnesota campus bears the
name of Cargill.
Sustainable farming still gets scant attention, save from a few coura-
geous faculty members willing to buck the trend and work directly with
Minnesota farmers. "I've been kind of disappointed in the university"
says dairy farmer Bonnie Haugen's friend Judy, perhaps thinking about
fifty years of the university agriculture department's education for big-
ger and bigger farms, higher production, commodities, and chemicals,
and support for multinational industry while neglecting sustainability.
Farmers remember the original role of land-grant universities—to serve
regional agriculture—and lament the surrender of that mission.
THE DYNAMICS OF DECLINE
How does all of this happen? It begins with U.S. government farm sub-
sidies, which do not go to the average small, diversified farmer following
sustainable practices but to large-scale commodity producers of corn
and soybeans. As the small farmers go down, their land is purchased by
larger farmers or by agribusiness corporations, and production remains
the same—or may even increase in the short term, as the result of more
destructive industrial farm practices. Murphy cites a 1998 survey that
showed net farm income at $8,616 (excluding subsidies), while govern-
ment subsidies averaged $30,000. As Murphy summarizes it, "Farmers
have become a flow-through channel for government payments." Well,
some farmers have—those who raise industrial-scale corn and soybeans
—but the rest have not. Of U.S. farmers, 60 percent "receive no subsidy
at all."30
According to Murphy, "almost all of the US$22.7 billion of direct
government payments" go to only eight crops, primarily corn and beans.
And most of the funds go to a small group. "Nationally, over 60 percent
of the (farm) payments will go to 10 percent of the recipients," who are
principally nonfarmers. They are landowners who rent, "rather than risk
losing money in production of their own," says Murphy. Some are older
farmers who were unable to keep going, physically or financially. For
them, the rent check, underwritten by the commodity payments, is a
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means to supplement retirement savings or Social Security payments—
and to stay in touch with the land. Since "payments are made to land-
owners, and not necessarily to the person farming the land," landholders
also benefit from federal programs. Murphy cites a 2000 report indicat-
ing that Iowa owner-operated farms constituted only 30.8 percent of the
total land farmed in that state. Other benefactors of taxpayer largesse are
"grain and processing companies, who buy their inputs at less than cost
of production prices," and agribusiness corporations—often those same
processing companies—"that dominate input supplies."31
Further, free trade theory held that grain surpluses would not be a
problem because lower world prices would reduce supply. Who argued
—and is still arguing—that we need lower grain prices to compete in
world markets? The transnational grain sales industries that do the trad-
ing. They can afford lower prices because their volume is so great: they
can survive on a slim percentage of a cent's profit, whereas smaller com-
petitors and farmers go under at that rate. "The reduced floor prices set
by the U.S. government reduced the number of farmers without reduc-
ing production," Murphy reports. Costs to agribusiness thus "were re-
duced, and the volume available to trade or process has been stable and
even increased."32 The corporations win either way.
Another result of the pressure to lower prices, exacerbated by the
concentration of the ruling corporations in agriculture, is that the price
of inputs (such as pesticides, herbicides, gasoline, and veterinary bills)
has increased. Murphy echoes soils scientist Gyles Randall when she
notes, "Farmers have next to no choice from which company they buy
equipment, seed, pesticide or fertilizer. Nor do they have a choice of buy-
ers for their produce or of haulers for their grain." The buyers and haul-
ers are the same folks who sell farmers their seeds, pesticides, and
fertilizers and own the trucks and ships that carry the produce to pro-
cessing and markets. "Since 1948," Murphy continues, "the use of off-
farm inputs such as inorganic fertilizer and fuel has increased 84 percent,
the use of capital has increased 33 percent, while labor as an input has
dropped by 70 percent." She concludes, "All this has diminished the value
of agriculture to the local economy and reduced the independence of
farmers as businesses."33
The relative diminishment of producers' agricultural income means
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that corn and soybean farmers are now "a net drain on local economies:
they do not earn enough profit to pay taxes, they need at least one other
job off-farm to survive, and their farm purchases are from companies
whose production base is out of state, and possibly outside the country
altogether," Murphy explains. Further, little of the corn production goes
to healthy food. Much of it goes to the high fructose corn syrup that is
hidden in so many foods that it has been linked to epidemic obesity, and
into the production of ethanol. The new demand for synthetic fuels will
require more soybeans, along with high-cost inputs that will reduce farm
profits further. There are links solid as those in a new chain here: these
crops require toxic pesticides, nutrients, and herbicides; they also reduce
ground cover and increase erosion, which increases stream pollution that
expands the toxic bloom that kills marine life in the Gulf of Mexico.34
To increase production in order to make ends meet, farmers turn to
new technologies, "such as genetically modified crops, some of which
reduce the need for labor," or sign "contracts with corporations that
guarantee a price (even if that price remains below the cost of produc-
tion)." The result is "reduce[d] economic autonomy of U.S. farmers," ac-
cording to Murphy's report—and greatly increased profits for
transnational corporations. The final results have been noted above: ex-
ports increased, farm income decreased, food imports grew, and con-
sumer food prices rose in the United States and around the globe.35
THE STORY OF THOSE PROTESTERS IN THE STREETS
We can be sure the U.S. negotiator in trade discussions has pressed for
considerations as close as possible to those contained in the FTAA. Be-
cause the playing field is nowhere near level, the United States gets its
way, putting serious pressures on smaller nations if it has to. But, because
the talks are secret, most of us do not know exactly what the agreement
holds us to. Nevertheless, a growing movement, gathering force as it col-
lects and disseminates information, is working to develop and maintain
some control over the corporate license to exploit the hemisphere. U.S.
citizens are involved, and representatives of many other nations are also
making strong efforts. In 2002, 50 million Brazilians voted for Luiz Ina-
cio Lula da Silva for president after he ran on an anti-FTAA platform.
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Lula himself speaks pretty plainly about his goals: "Agrarian reform is
also fundamental if the Brazilian economy is to be rebuilt. And it will
play a crucial role in making the country fully democratic."36
The unrealized promises and sad outcomes of the WTO and NAFTA
outlined above are better known to the rest of the world than they are to
us in the United States. Elsewhere, they are analyzed and argued in the
media and are part of the public discourse. They have informed the de-
veloping world's view of how free trade works. The talks in Cancun, where
the WTO agreements were to be settled in September 2003, collapsed,
and negotiators went home early, thanks in large part to international
protests, as well as to internal tensions over agriculture and food security.
Similarly, at the FTAA negotiations in Miami that fall, disagreements over
agriculture and food security broke the meeting up early. Getting ac-
quainted with these stories about agriculture helps us think about how
world trade might benefit all citizens instead of a few, and how it could
make life more tolerable for peasant farmers and agribusiness farm fami-
lies rather than increase the wealth of a few corporations.
Chinua Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart describes what happens
when tribal peoples try to fit into a different society with different values.
What happened in Cancun and Miami fits that pattern. The developing
world's workers and farmers, coming from an entirely different culture
from that of the negotiators in the hotel, were able to make their voices
heard. They were very articulate, and they formed a coalition broad
enough and strong enough to stand up to entrenched international cor-
porate power. The stand-off was between rich and poor, yes, but it was
also about agriculture and the role of farmers, not just transnational cor-
porations in world trade. Food, food security, and farm income (as op-
posed to corporate profit) were key issues.
When the talks collapsed in Cancun and Miami, our trade represen-
tative was outraged that the developing countries did not want to forge
ahead into a disaster so transnational corporations could reap the ben-
efits. The Economist excoriated the poor who wanted to survive as nay-
sayers to progress. The media tended to portray the protesters in Cancun
and Miami as wild-eyed radicals, leftists, or unsophisticated peasants
who did not understand what was happening and could not recognize
their own self-interest. American viewers may have thought of the street
protesters as hooligans. But the protestors in the streets were the real
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conservatives in Cancun and Miami, as in Seattle and elsewhere. The
really radical voices came from the fine suits gathered in the swank
auditoriums—the voices raised against national sovereignty and in favor
of altering the U.S. Constitution, diminishing civil rights, revoking local
control, and increasing constraints on individual private property to gain
freedom for corporate property. The protesters saw the expensive suits of
the trade representatives as symbols of bullying power, and they refused
to be bullied. The police in cities where WTO and FTAA discussions were
held were later found to have used unnecessary and excessive force to
"control" what were, in reality, largely peaceful demonstrations.
For now, CAFTA holds center stage, but we may be sure that the
FTAA is eagerly waiting in the wings. Under some new guise, it will rise,
phoenix-like, from the ashes. "FTAA has become the template for the
other agreements," Dennis Olson, director of the lATP's Trade and Agri-
culture Project, told me. During the maneuverings in Congress before
the vote, some commentators described CAFTA as a "stalking horse" for
the FTAA, a description that supporters of CAFTA denied vigorously.
But there was good reason to sing those FTAA resurrection blues. The
final goal outlined in the preamble to the Dominican Republic-Central
America-United States Free Trade Agreement (still generally referred to
as CAFTA) is to "contribute to hemispheric integration and provide an
impetus toward establishing the Free Trade Area of the Americas"™ More
of us should therefore seek a better understanding of why protesters
from so many countries jammed the streets in Miami, just as they had
for earlier WTO gatherings, from Seattle to Genoa and Cancun. We must
look carefully at what the FTAA negotiating documents actually say.
They indicate the normative ideal that transnational corporations seek
and the U.S. government supports.
STRAIGHT FROM THE HORSE'S MOUTH
I have talked with farmers, extension agents, and businesspeople in
southeast Minnesota, including our U.S. senator's agriculture represen-
tative, and have yet to find one who has actually read the negotiating
documents of the FTAA. Some of them do not believe that the concerns
I express over these agreements could possibly be real. They do not
believe—perhaps do not want to believe—that our federal government
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would give up its sovereignty or that it would protect transnational cor-
porations at the expense of the health of its own citizens.
The FTAA documents, however, reveal what a merciless process we
are engaged in. Once an agreement is made, it cannot be reconsidered.
Implacably, the process moves on, leaving all second thoughts in the
dust, as if we could never toss and turn, fret about things in the night,
and wake up with changed minds. Or come upon new information,
learn from the experience of others, and thus alter our perceptions so
that we might wish to alter our behavior or our agreements. Any allow-
able protections for producers and consumers have to be built in before
negotiations end. It is possible to withdraw from the agreement later, but
only after compensating member nations for their loss of potential prof-
it or suffering retaliation, including sanctions. All that inexorability pro-
vides a kind of rigor that will one day rise up and bite us with poison
fangs, as we will see later in "The Two-Way Street of Exports."
In the FTAA draft agreement issued in November 2002, general ar-
ticle 4 is key. Every section of this article, below, applies to agriculture as
well as other kinds of trade.
4.1. Each party is fully responsible for the observance of all provisions
of the FTAA Agreement, and shall take such reasonable measures as
may be available to it to ensure such observance by regional and local
governments and authorities within its territory.
4.2. The Parties shall ensure that their laws, regulations, and adminis-
trative procedures are consistent with the obligations of the Agree-
ment. The rights and obligations under this Agreement are the same
for all the Parties, whether Federal or unitary states, including the dif-
ferent levels and branches of government, unless otherwise provided in
the Agreement.
4.3. This Agreement shall co-exist with bilateral and subregional agree-
ments, and does not adversely affect the rights and obligations that
one or more Parties may have under such agreements, to the extent
that such visits and obligations imply a greater degree of integration
than provided hereunder.
4.4. The Parties confirm the rights and obligations in force among
them under the WTO agreement. In the event of conflict between the
provisions of the WTO Agreement and the provisions of this Agreement,
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the provisions of this Agreement shall prevail to the extent of the con-
flict?9 [my emphasis]
Thus the FTAA would require that not only national laws but state and
local laws change to reinforce FTAA agreements. Nothing a nation might do
to protect its farmers, workers, the environment, human health, or small
businesses could take precedence over the FTAA. The nation that did not
bring its laws into conformity would face disciplinary action, including
enormous fines and sanctions, by the FTAA. At present, the WTO Agree-
ment on Agriculture takes precedence over any of our own national laws.
Because the FTAA would offer even more concessions to free trade than the
WTO, if it conflicted with WTO agreements, FTAA would take precedence
over both the WTO and our own national, state, and local laws.
Sovereignty thus passes from our nation's legislative, executive, and
judicial branches to the WTO participants, and from the WTO to CAFTA,
the FTAA, or other regional agreements. Since transnational corpora-
tions have such powerful influence on the agreements, and NGOs are
not permitted to participate or observe, sovereign authority is, in a sense,
transferred from the nation to the transnational corporation. Once the
agreement is approved, the freedom of corporations to exploit any re-
source and profit from any practice is protected, and the desires of citi-
zens and nation-states are rendered irrelevant. A secret panel of trade
experts resolves any disagreements that arise; there is no recourse to na-
tional courts. In place of the Constitution, we have the Agreements on
Agriculture, among other agreements. Since the U.S. Constitution holds
that the regulation of commerce is reserved for Congress, FTAA clearly
undermines our Constitution, and the constitutions of other nations, all
of which must become subordinate to FTAA.
A look at the FTAA negotiating documents related to agriculture
confirms the fears raised above. Article 15 of the chapter on agriculture
begins to explain where the process is heading:
• Article 15.1 notes that the negotiators recognize that "domestic sup-
port measures can be of crucial importance to their agricultural
sectors, but may also have severe distorting effects on the production
and trade of agricultural products' (my emphasis). Since anything
that "distorts" production or trade is forbidden, except in cases of
extreme emergency, domestic support measures must go.
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• Article 15.2 holds the parties to "continue to work toward an agree-
ment in the WTO negotiations on agriculture to substantially re-
duce and more tightly discipline trade-distorting domestic support,"
a constraint that thus far has been applied to developing nations but
ignored by the United States and the EU. Because the United States
has ignored its agreement, it is currently being sued through the
WTO for its failures to reduce farm subsidies. If the WTO agrees
with the petitioners, it will cost the country millions, which U.S.
taxpayers will be obligated to pay.
• Article 15.3 specifies what FTAA hopes to achieve through the ne-
gotiations, including, in part, the following:
(a) "the elimination or maximum possible reduction of production
and trade distorting domestic supports"
(b) "an overall limit on the amount of domestic support of all
types"
(c) "a review .. . to ensure that such support does not distort pro-
duction and trade"
• Article 15.5 defines domestic support: "Domestic support means
any policy or measure that affects decisions to produce, applied by
a Party, to sustain the prices of agricultural products, increase the rev-
enues of farmers, and/or improve production and/or marketing condi-
tions' (my emphasis).40
What would be limited here is our nation's, our states', and our local
governments' right to develop policies that might pay farmers a fair price
for their agricultural products, increase farm income, or improve a
farmer's production or marketing conditions. Our farmers, en masse,
would thus be limited by the FTAA to stagnant or falling incomes, falling
production, and low market value for their goods, while transnational
corporations would be free to increase profits at an exponential rate.
The total of all possible domestic support for local agriculture is
known as the "aggregate measurement of support." According to the ne-
gotiating documents, this "means the annual level of support, expressed
in monetary terms, provided for an agricultural product in favor of the
producers of agricultural products, or of non-product-specific support
provided in favor of agricultural producers in general, other than support
provided under programs that may qualify as exempt... under the provi-
sions as established in this Article."41 The translation is simple: There will
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be little or no domestic support, such as our U.S. farm bill, to enable U.S.
farmers to improve their revenue, production, or marketing conditions,
or to protect their fields from chemicals and erosion. Neither will there be
a way to protect U.S. consumers from food imports that have been sub-
jected to fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides, including known and sus-
pected cancer-inducing chemicals. If U.S. health and environmental
regulations are more stringent than the FTAA's, ours will have to go. To
provide such domestic regulations on behalf of producers would dimin-
ish transnational corporate freedom and control of corporate traders.
The declaration that came from the 2002 meeting in Quito, Ecuador,
of the ministers of trade who represent the countries of this hemisphere
spells out some other objectives of the FTAA. Declaration 2 states, in
part, "We reiterate that the negotiation of the FTAA will take into ac-
count the broad social and economic agenda contained in the Miami,
Santiago and Quebec City Declarations and Plans of Action with a view
to contributing to raising living standards, increasing employment, im-
proving the working conditions of all people in the Americas, improving
the levels of health and education and better protecting the environ-
ment." Declaration 7 states, "We reiterate that one of our general objec-
tives is to strive to make our trade liberalization and environmental
policies mutually supportive, taking into account work undertaken by
the World Trade Organization . . . and to promote sustainable develop-
ment in the Hemisphere." Declaration 8 takes that objective a step fur-
ther: "We ... recognize the importance of strengthening throughout the
Hemisphere, national actions and cooperation in order to ensure that
the benefits of trade liberalization, the protection of the environment,
and human health are mutually supportive." So far, so good—these
objectives appear positive, even noble. But the real meaning of making
policies mutually supportive, expressed in declarations 7 and 8, is ensur-
ing that all policies regarding the environment, human health, and labor,
are subordinate to and mutually supportive of corporate trade. Finally,
declaration 11 reveals the outcome that is really sought in the negotia-
tions for FTAA: "We reject the use of labor or environmental standards
for protectionist purposes"42—that was, for any purpose that interferes
with transnational corporations' capacity to utilize low-wage labor and
exploit natural resources. One has to assume that "human health" was
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not included in that last declaration because of the public relations prob-
lems that might ensue.
This is where all our U.S. free trade negotiations, under whatever
name, are headed. We have seen the future, and it is the FTAA. The scope
will shift, the number or size of the countries participating will change,
but the purposes and principles—and the sales pitch—will not. Indeed,
it was soon after CAFTA was approved that our government began to
work on the agreements of the FTAA, with President Bush making his
moves at a summit of mostly unreceptive Latin American countries.
The folks who run agribusiness in Brazil believe that they are
ready to compete with the United States under the trade agreements
on agriculture—even if we do not actually implement the negotiated
agreements by eliminating tariffs and subsidies for agriculture. (As a na-
tion, we have broken our promises to other nations so many times that
we are no longer expected to keep our word.) Indeed, in 2002, Brazilian
farmers produced four times as many soybeans as U.S. farmers and, by
some accounts, of better quality. However, as Fatima V. Mello writes in
The Post-Cancun Debate, under Lula, NGOs and social movements were
for the first time not only allowed in the Brazilian delegation but en-
couraged to participate. Their views of the issues are diverse. One group,
Mello says, "contends that the WTO rules only benefit the large global
corporations and financial capital, keen on freeing themselves from any
type of regulations established by national legislations. The WTO agree-
ments, in this view, do not serve to regulate the corporations' activity,
but rather to limit the capacity of governments and to prohibit them
from regulating the corporations." Other NGOs and social movements
hold that "the WTO's problem is that its rules are distorted and that
double standards are applied which especially penalize the poor coun-
tries. They contend that international trade should be governed by mul-
tilateral rules, in the absence of which, countries with less power are left
at the mercy of the more powerful."43
THE ONLY THING WORSE THAN THE WTO?
After the reversals of the WTO in Canciin, America's trade representative
at the time, Robert B. Zoellick, divided the world into "can-do" countries
and "won't-do" countries. His new plan was to reach agreements by ne-
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gotiating with individual developing countries one-on-one or in small
regional groups.44 This method was clearly in the American trade inter-
est, for what developing country, standing alone, could withstand our
blandishments and threats? Sometimes the sophisticated public rela-
tions rhetoric is simply the velvet glove over the mailed fist. You want
medicine for AIDS? Then you must buy our grain. You want grain? Then
you must refuse to sign the international agreement to support the In-
ternational Criminal Court. We are not above such bullying tactics; we
have already used them powerfully in Africa and elsewhere. We will get
our way under those negotiating circumstances. If we do not, others will
be made to suffer.
The only thing worse than the WTO and FTAA may be these one-
on-one talks and the smaller, regional trade negotiations, like CAFTA,
that apparently are the result of the collapse of trade talks in Cancun and
Miami as well as of the resolve of Trade Representative Zoellick and the
persistence of his successor, Rob Portman. There is a certain irony here.
In the WTO and FTAA negotiations, we have been working on a large
scale, seeking to bend many nations to our will in secret meetings. Now
we are learning again that small is beautiful. Everything about American
and international agriculture and business in the past fifty years has been
about size: get big or get out. The WTO was seen as a means to organize
the whole world along American principles in one fell swoop. One size
fits all; if it works for this nation, it must work for all nations. Fortu-
nately for many people and for democracy, it didn't work to bully many
nations at the same time. There were too many; they were too different;
it was all too big. So now we are back to taking small, one-on-one nego-
tiating steps with individual poor nations. And small, America is discov-
ering, has its charms, because it is apt to be successful, a hope that may
be fulfilled by CAFTA. Perhaps at a federal level, we will now discover
what many farmers in the United States already know, and what Abra-
ham Lincoln warned us against in an earlier chapter: big efforts can be
very hard to sustain; they will wither on the vine without the irrigation
provided by taxpayer subsidies. Small does work. But if the incremental
impact of small trade agreements means achieving our will at the ex-
pense of the developing nations' food security, and our own, that will be
more than ironic. It will be tragic.
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HOW THE DECK GETS STACKED
Murphy's report for IATP sets out five "peculiarities" of the current mar-
ket system for farm products. These peculiarities mean that both small
farmers and agribusiness commodity producers are playing with a
stacked deck when competing with transnational corporations.
• Transnational grain companies are not always interested in base
prices. For grain traders, Murphy points out, "profit is a percentage
of the sale ... but high volume of sales at lower prices is also profit-
able. In fact, because the grain companies have a significant interest
in keeping the barges, rail cars and ships they own busy, higher vol-
ume may at times be more important to the companies' profits than
high prices. . . . High grain prices make it more expensive to feed
hogs and cattle and to make tortilla flour, all of which bear on the
companies' profits."
• Transnational corporations have an information advantage "in
keeping competitors out of the market. Their global reach and pres-
ence gives them access to information that, even in the age of the
Internet, is otherwise scarce and difficult to obtain."
• Commodity trade is very costly, and transnational corporations
"have access to enormous amounts of capital."
• "Because they own banking, processing and shipping businesses,
transnational agribusinesses respond to different economic pres-
sures than do farmers."
• Finally, "the wealth and size of the transnational business[es] also
make them politically powerful."45
The corporations contribute not only to politicians in this country
but to those of other nations as well, Murphy points out. In the United
States and perhaps elsewhere, the transnational' corporate executives
move easily in and out of government and the private sector. In their
public sector capacity, they have opportunities to slant legislation to suit
their private industry interests. For example, Murphy notes that Dan
Amstutz, a Cargill vice president, moved into government work at the
U.S. trade representative's office. It was he who drafted the original text
of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture—and then later returned to the
grain trade.46 Since Murphy wrote her report, Amstutz has become a
government employee again, now responsible for the agriculture of Iraq
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as it seeks to recover from the devastation of war. It should be no sur-
prise that Iraqi agriculture is heading toward privatization. It will be
placed in the hands of our U.S. corporations, which will "help" those
farmers by shifting to high-production export crops. Experience tells us
that will lead to domination by U.S. transnational corporations bent on
private gain and will further impoverish local farmers. Experience also
makes clear that food insecurity will increase when such policies are
implemented. "Public service" has become a euphemism for furthering
corporate interests at the expense of the public, a smiling mask for con-
flicts of interest.
And, sometimes, the way international trade works is not interna-
tional at all, except as it is disguised by data. Murphy cites an example:
what shows as increased trade under NAFTA, she writes, "is in part the
result of intra-firm exchange—from CargilPs grain division to Cargill-
owned maize mills of Mexico City or to Cargill beef feed lots in Alberta."47
It is not always Mexico, Argentina, or Brazil we are competing against. It
is sometimes Cargill in Brazil, growing cheaper crops that can help Car-
gill in the United States drive commodity prices down in the United
States. More and more, the WTO seems like a monster descendent of the
mid-twentieth-century Committee on Economic Development.
One reason for the struggle that small farmers and the rural poor are
facing, whether in the United States or overseas, in least developed coun-
tries, is that the agricultural market is not like industrial markets, even
though we use terms like "industrial agriculture" and "agribusiness," and
farmers like Ron Scherbring are right to think of farming as a business.
But the farmers are not the traders with the most influence, no matter
how big individual agribusiness producers may be; transnational corpo-
rations are.
THE TWO-WAY STREET OF EXPORTS
The first part of the export myth is that there is an ever-expanding inter-
national market available to U.S. agriculture. China provides a case in
point. The IATP traced predictions and outcomes for export to China. In
2001, Mark Muller, a senior associate at IATP, reported a prediction that
farmers would soon see "a $2 billion increase in agriculture exports from
recent trade agreements with China." But Muller explained why "farmers
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don't jump up and down—they've heard it all before." More recently,
Muller pointed out that exports were not supposed to be a myth. "The
technology and expertise of U.S. farmers was going to overwhelm the
competitors, drive them out of business, and subsequently increase de-
mand for our exports and eventually raise prices," Muller noted. "Un-
fortunately," he continued, "Brazil, Argentina, China and other countries
didn't read the script. Brazil is opening up a region of newly cropped
land larger than our Corn Belt. And this year, it is believed that Brazil
and Argentina's combined soybean production will exceed that of the
U.S."48
Muller's prediction was understated in two ways: the time it would
take and the amount of soybeans that would be produced. As we learned
above, in 2002, Brazil raised four times the soybeans that U.S. producers
grew, and they were judged by transnational grain traders to be of supe-
rior quality. Without traditional protections and commodity subsidies,
American farmers are as'much under threat as Mexican peasants, and
the transnational will give them exactly as much consideration. It is not
Brazil or Argentina that is raising the soybeans, it is Cargill in Brazil and
Argentina, and it is Monsanto in those countries that is providing the
Roundup Ready seed. These corporations apparently encourage foreign
competition with their U.S. customers to drive American farmgate pric-
es and farm incomes down to increase their profits. In light of the real
outcomes of NAFTA and the WTO's Agreement on Agriculture, it is also
clear that exports are a two-way street and that free trade creates a super-
highway that will surely impede our capacity to trade our own agricul-
tural products here as well as overseas.
The story of farmers' desire for exports (or, rather, corporations' de-
sire for exports, sold to farmers by politicians and public relations firms)
puts me in mind of a village I know in Alaska. Like most villages, it was
isolated from town because there was no road to the nearest city. Air trav-
el was expensive and, especially in bad weather, more dangerous than au-
tomobile travel. Villagers thought it would be good if they had more
convenient, cheaper access to supplies and medical care. There was a fea-
sible route for a modest highway. They appealed to the state government
for one, and the state finally built it. The first fall the road was open gave
villagers reason to wish they had thought harder. Though supplies were
handier and medical care easier to reach, city dwellers also used the high-
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way. They descended on the village environs to pick berries, hunt moose,
and catch salmon and pike—in far greater numbers than there were villag-
ers. Folks from town threatened to pick them clean in a few years, while
village hunters and gatherers who depended on subsistence for their liveli-
hood had to range farther and farther afield to maintain their food secu-
rity. Evidence that exports are a two-way street is as old as the great clipper
ship trading companies of nineteenth-century England or Holland. Per-
haps Phoenician sailors knew it even before Greek and Roman traders
ruled the Mediterranean. It is also as current as the morning news.
WHAT DOES THIS HAVE TO DO WITH US?
All this has to do with access to healthy food, consumer prices, and tax
rates, just for starters. I can't estimate the impact that shipments of Bra-
zilian soybeans have on the price of American soybeans, but they clearly
don't help American farmers market their crops. Agri News of April 10,
2003, for example, worried that "cash soybean prices from September
onward have considerable downward price risk from an estimated 460
million bushel increase in Brazilian production this spring."
The profits of some transnationals may be increased in the next few
years as the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers looks at investing billions of
taxpayer dollars to replace the dams along the Mississippi. That is a proj-
ect currently being sold as a benefit to Midwest farmers, whose grain—
already owned by Cargill and Archer Daniels Midland at loading dock
time—is hauled downriver in Cargill and Archer Daniels Midland barg-
es. What the improvements will also accomplish is allowing Brazilian
grain to come upstream in barges more easily to compete with Midwest
commodities. Lobbyists' calls for improvement of the Mississippi River
locks and dams system are accompanied by Cargill's pressure on Brazil
to develop the great Amazon River system. The plan is to make it easier
to ship corn and beans from Brazil to world markets, including the Unit-
ed States, and have taxpayers cover the expense. Cargill opened a new
soybean terminal at Santorem, on the Amazon, in April 2003. That same
month, Daryll E. Ray, director of the Agriculture Policy Analysis Center
at the University of Tennessee, estimated that Brazil would open 420
million acres of cropland in the near future. How soon will depend "on
improvements to transportation infrastructure," says Ray, "including
roads, railroads, river barges and seaports."49 If Cargill is successful, it
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will have its private corporate transportation issues solved with U.S. and
Brazilian citizens' tax dollars. The result will be that Brazilian and U.S.
farmers will be in immediate competition for sales to Cargill, commod-
ity prices will fall in both countries, and Cargill will profit from the cheap
purchases and the transportation infrastructure changes paid for by tax-
payer dollars. Meanwhile, as the trade agreements mandate, producers'
income will fall. U.S. farmers' support of such overhauls of the Missis-
sippi seems about as wise as those Alaskan villagers' calls for a road to
town. Fortunately, the outcome of this debate is still in doubt, though
pressure to rebuild dams on the Mississippi River continues unabated.
And would that we had to worry only about Brazil. Manufacturing
News reported that, in 2000, China shipped 3 million pounds of fresh
garlic to the United States. In 2001, it shipped 16 million pounds, and in
2002, 54 million pounds, cutting our own farmers' production by more
than 30 percent. An additional 12 million pounds of garlic was illegally
"transshipped" from China to the United States that same year. It came
in through Thailand, Vietnam, the Philippines, and Pakistan, according
to Jon Vessey, a garlic producer in Coalinga, California, giving testimony
before the U.S. Congress. Vessey said that the Justice Department has
refused to look into such shipments.50
Apple growers in the United States face the same onslaught by im-
ports. Between 1995 and 1998, concentrated apple juice from China in-
creased more than 2,000 percent, Manufacturing News reported. During
that period, "the price of Chinese concentrate fell 53 percent from $7.65
per gallon to $3.57 per gallon." As of July 2003, "60 percent of apple juice
consumed in the United States is from foreign concentrate." The Manu-
facturing News quotes Philip Glaize, a former chair of the U.S. Apple
Association, as saying, "We are producing crops that have no market
value not because of overproduction by me or my fellow growers but
because China is dumping its overproduction on the U.S. market"—just
as U.S. grain traders and farmers have dumped their cheap corn into
Mexico and elsewhere.51
One of the links between farmers in other locations and our own
local farmers in the United States surfaces in Trade and Hungers report
from Thailand about what has happened under increased liberalization
and restructuring. While U.S. farms look vastly different from Thai
farms, there are some commonalities in practice. The report indicates
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that, "generally, policy has been trending towards increasing acreage
under high-return crops The June [1998] policy paper of the MAAC
[Ministry of Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives] suggested
crops to replace rice including fast-growing trees and cotton."52 We do
not have to think twice to recognize the parallel with U.S. farm bill pol-
icy: Grow high-production corn, beans, and cotton, and you will be
rewarded. The more produced, the greater the reward. Like Thailand,
the United States has moved to high production, much of it for export,
and toward an increased use of "marginal" lands. In Thailand, those
marginal lands had been used to grow rice for the family; in the United
States, they provided vital habitat for a host of species and helped main-
tain a healthy ecosystem.
My purpose here is not to contrast the vastly different farming prac-
tices one would find in the United States, Mexico, Thailand, and Tanza-
nia. Nor is it to argue for a return to subsistence farming—although that
system has survived for millennia longer than our present system has, in
part because it not only offers diversity on the farm but guarantees diver-
sity for other species as well. Our farms around the world are comparable
in this regard: international agreements on agriculture mean that we are
all caught up in the same political and economic process. That process is
at work in the policies of those who want to empower transnational cor-
porations, opening up the world to trade liberalization while it seeks to
engulf and disempower the rest of us, farmers and consumers, in every
nation. Differences in how we farm are now far less significant than the
monoeconomics of globalization, and the stress will be the same for
farmers whether they are using a digging stick or a John Deere.
If the numbers from the USDA that indicate that we are losing farms
six times faster under NAFTA than we did before NAFTA are even half
right, those policies are having the same effect on us that they are on
peasant subsistence farmers elsewhere. Our "big iron" tractors and our
computerized systems won't protect us any more than their hoes will
protect them. Neither will high-production outputs, nor, if the numbers
are any indication, will free trade and exports. U.S. government farm bill
subsidies won't protect us either, for they will end soon. Farmers around
the globe are now participants in a system that generously subsidizes
transnational corporations, increasing welfare for the wealthy while it
bitterly resents subsidies to individuals and families.
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One of my purposes here is to argue that, if our own farmers are to
survive, the present system must alter its course, away from the oligarchy
of mammoth corporations controlling the lives of individual farmers.
We farmers, like commercial fishermen, are notoriously independent, at
least in our own minds. I've done some of both, and I know that pride.
Why, then, do we surrender our options so quickly and easily to the pub-
lic relations blandishments of Archer Daniels Midland or Monsanto?
Though there has always been international trade, many cultures around
the world have survived very nicely for twenty thousand years without
costly free trade agreements, and we can survive without them now.
Why, then, do we pursue the chimera of high production when what we
need is a wider margin between expenses and income?
Increased profit, not increased production, ought to be our goal. Yet
many of our farmers seem hooked on high production. It gives them
bragging rights. "Got two hundred bushels off that lower cornfield this
year." As if bragging rights were more important than money in the bank.
Increased production may be a red herring. To get it, we eliminate fence-
rows that provide habitat for all kinds of animals and birds and act as a
buffer for wind-blown soil and snow. We plant snug against the edge of
the county road's right-of-way to raise corn that costs us three dollars to
produce and has a market value of two dollars. Who needs it? We already
produce more corn than we can use for human food, so we invent uses it
was never intended for: Feed it to animals that are supposed to eat grass,
so their stomachs are strained and we have to shoot them full of chemi-
cals to ward off disease. Put it in our automobiles for fuel. Dump it in
foreign lands so we can get rid of our surplus and drive their farmers off
the land. Turn it into sugar and insert it into food like a surreptitious
drug so we find ourselves addicted, obese, diabetic, and prone to heart
disease, and wondering how that happened.
So why subsidize more corn? If profit is the goal, increased produc-
tion may be the best means to it for industry. It may not be the best
means to it for farmers. For an independent farmer, the way to beat the
system is clearly to go for profit enough to keep the farm in the family.
That profit margin is as apt to come from reduced inputs, as Vance Hau-
gen explained, as it is from high production—if that high production
requires high-cost inputs.
In "An Essay on Farm Income," Richard Levins, the University of
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Minnesota ag economist, holds that one way, perhaps the only way, to
increase income for farmers is for farmers to stop competing with each
other ("I got better production than you did") and to work together as a
collective bargaining unit. In that united front, farmers can have some
influence on supply and a greater effect on the price that processors will
pay. But that collective bargaining must be very selective. Rather than a
general strike, refusing to provide certain foods or crops, farmers might,
for example, threaten to withhold wheat from Cargill for a whole season.
Cargill, in that case, might pay more for wheat. Bill McMillin, the dairy
farmer from Kellogg, Minnesota, also makes a case for collective bar-
gaining. He writes, "In the last twenty years we have watched as the food
processing industry and the grain merchandising industry have become
more concentrated. It is now at the point where three or four big players
control 70-80 percent of the industry. In just the past few years we have
seen the same changes occurring in the food retail industry." McMillin
cites ag economist C. Robert Taylor, who testified before Congress in
1999 that "the rate of return on equity for retail food chains and manu-
facturers was 17 percent during the 1990's. The corresponding figure for
farm income was 2.3 percent." McMillin points out that farmers are not
competing with multinational companies. Rather, "we provide them
with a raw material, which they need in order to profit" (McMillin's em-
phasis). He goes on to outline a plan for milk producers to negotiate
with a food processor, "to bargain with their milk." The purpose of the
negotiation is not only to focus collective bargaining, as Levins suggests,
but also "to stabilize prices at a level profitable to most dairy farmers,"
avoiding the "wildly fluctuating prices ... making it very difficult for the
producer to do any financial planning." Farmers are notoriously inde-
pendent and hard to organize, but collective bargaining may be an ap-
propriate next step toward turning around a farming system that is hard
on farmers.53
We cannot forget about production, but the idea that increased pro-
duction is the key to increased profit bears closer examination. It wouldn't
hurt to adopt a healthy skepticism about what we are told by our land-
grant universities, our politicians, and our corporations. I talked with
one dairy farmer who cut back on milking from three times daily to two,
a step that conflicts with most institutional advice. One result of that ap-
pears to be decreased stress on his animals. Another appears to be a
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higher pregnancy rate. The system is so new that he is not ready to make
reducing production the cause of increased pregnancy rates, but he is
clearly interested in seeing how this might work out.
What other steps can we take to deal with the large forces arrayed
against farming? Whether we farm or not, we can first of all inform our-
selves, read the documents that are changing our lives, and stay in touch
with our state and national legislators, letting them know that we are
aware of some of the implications of trade agreements. If we farm, we
can get our act together and bargain collectively with the Cargills of the
world. We can refuse contracts. We can refuse to buy inputs. We can
change our farm practices from the high-tech, chemically dependent,
maximum production transnational systems and get back to more di-
versified systems that rely on more natural and sustainable techniques. It
is issues like these, not farm size, that will determine the viability of
farming in America and provide healthy food security to our people.
As Mike Rupprecht and others told us earlier, we consumers have an
important role to play as well. We can shop locally, a healthy alternative
whose benefits we will explore in the next chapter. We can also insist to
our legislators that producers provide full and accurate labels on the
food that we have to buy in stores. Those labels should include ingredi-
ents and indicate country of origin or, if from the United States, where
in our country it was grown and processed so we know how far it has
been transported. Corporations will protest—they have already mar-
shaled their lobbyists and public relations companies to defeat such la-
bels, declaring them far too costly (although they would change labels in
a heartbeat if a new slogan or logo might increase sales). In the 2002
farm bill, Congress included a provision requiring country of origin in-
formation on food labels by September 30, 2004. The industry response
was extremely critical, and Congress backed off, agreeing to delay imple-
mentation for two years while it considered alternatives, including mak-
ing the labels voluntary.54 Yet if U.S. corporate food processors cannot
afford to meet the simple challenge of labels, then how are they different
from small farmers in Mexico who cannot compete with them for grain
prices because of onerous regulation by trade agreements to which they
were not party, or IMF conditionalities they never had a say in? The
transnational stance toward those farmers has been to say too bad, and
then go right ahead to destroy their livelihoods. If that is the world that
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transnationals wanted to create and want to live in, how can they com-
plain when they feel the pinch, or even go broke, because of safety regu-
lations designed to protect our health?
We can also ask our congressional representatives whose campaigns
are supported by contributions from those agricultural transnationals
when they will bring us the representative government our founding fa-
thers had in mind—that is, one that represents the interests of citizens
before the interests of world commerce. There is great faith among com-
mercial enterprises that those interests always coincide; there is little
evidence available to support that faith.
When the economic language of commerce gets embedded in our
political rhetoric, then wealth and power come together in our legislative
halls, both state and national, and create havoc. Poverty, hunger, and the
loss of arable land, potable water, and natural resources around the world
increase as corporate policy becomes national policy. A man asked Con-
fucius, "What would you do first, if you could run the country?" "Rectify
the names," Confucius said promptly. "The first task of government is to
call things by their right names." As a culture, we haven't come a long
way; we've forgotten a lot we should have remembered.
Where do we find hope when the culture and Congress grant eco-
nomic power not only their envy but their respect? And where lies hope
when the government surrenders its authority and our national sover-
eignty to economic powerhouses? For me, hope comes from what I have
learned talking with farmers in this region. Not all, but many in our own
community of farmers know a better way: "Maybe we have to work to-
gether as one, and work to solve our problems and think of this as our
world, this is all we have, and we have to start working to save it," said Bill
McMillin at the conclusion of our conversation. I have talked with others
who hold similar views. Larry Gates's comment, one I keep going back to,
still hovers, inescapable above it all: "The question isn't whether or not it
is a good system, but whether or not we make it a good system."
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CHAPTER 13
Healthy Food,
Healthy Economics
As nutritionists have expanded our knowledge about the importance of
diet to health and longevity, consumers' awareness of what they eat has
grown as well. There has been a shift in interest from fatty foods to lean-
er meats, and to vegetables no one used to like, such as broccoli, because
they are thought to reduce the risk of heart disease and cancer. The shift
among consumers has increased as they have become more aware of
small producers' uphill struggle against food business mergers and verti-
cal integration that mean only a handful of huge corporations controls
our food supplies. Many consumers today are willing to pay a bit more
for an organic label on food, and throughout the country there has been
a surprising growth in regional markets, community-supported agricul-
ture, co-op stores, and local farmers' markets. The desire has grown for
fresh, seasonal foods, rather than tasteless food frozen for shipment or
juiceless fruit bred for thick, bruise-resistant skins and transported two
thousand miles.
With the increase in consumer awareness of healthy food, healthy
agriculture, and healthy cooking, a new way around the onslaught of the
global economy has opened for small producers. While hog prices fell to
record lows ($0.08 to $0.10 per pound in 1998, and down again in early
2003), several farmers in southeast Minnesota and Wisconsin sold di-
rectly to consumers and got $3.50 or more per pound for their product
—enough, they said, that they could still turn a profit.
Restaurants, too, are noticing the new attitude. Several are taking
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advantage of produce from local growers. Local meat and dairy produc-
ers supply their meats, including local buffalo and elk, and milk and
cheeses. Menus are deliberately planned to take advantage of seasonal
supplies, and some menus list their local producers' names and address-
es and encourage customers to shop locally for their vegetables, meats,
and dairy goods. A restaurant in Boulder, Colorado, does this, and it also
advertises Niman Ranch meats on its menu board. I happily ate my
morning sausage there, pretending it had come straight from Dennis
Rabe's farm.
With funding from the Experiment in Rural Cooperation, several
regional agencies, such as the Omega Cooperative and Community De-
sign Center, and more than thirty food producers of vegetables, various
meats, dairy products, and flowers now collaborate on food issues, look-
ing at total food systems in a region of about seventy miles' radius around
their core city, Rochester, Minnesota. They created a food producers net-
work that, after some initial wariness, is becoming a mutually supportive
marketing enterprise. The number of local producers in the region that
are trying to market directly keeps growing.
Kamyar Enshayan, a professor at Northern Iowa University in Cedar
Falls, has been developing "buying local" programs from a slightly differ-
ent perspective. At the 2003 meeting of the Southeast Minnesota Sus-
tainable Farming Association, he explained that he works with local
institutions, hospitals, school districts, and universities, encouraging
them to shift from buying highly processed foods, shipped for miles in
semis, to buying local. He points out the economic and health advan-
tages of buying from farmers nearby and provides names, lists of avail-
able produce and meats, and contact numbers of food managers in local
institutions. In short, he does whatever is necessary to make local pur-
chases easy. Kamyar and his students began with certain assumptions
and some important homework. They discovered that "the forces that
are systematically destroying agriculture in America are entirely domes-
tic, and land grant universities have helped enable this." Kamyar believes
that the massive industrial food systems we have developed are more
dangerous than commonly realized. During his talk, he pointed out a
phenomenon most of us never noticed: "At the same time a mysterious
sniper was terrorizing the East Coast, twenty Americans were killed by
bad meat, fifty-four others were sickened, and two more suffered mis-
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carriages" He continued, "The only difference was that the one was
widely publicized and an extensive search made for the sniper. Only a
few knew about the bad meat, and no arrests were made of meat produc-
ers." Kamyar calls the current meat production system of highly con-
fined chickens, turkeys, pigs, and cattle "value subtracted agriculture."
"And this is not just about chickens or pigs," he said, "but about two dif-
ferent futures for agriculture, and for a healthy society." Kamyar and his
students also learned that folks in their area spend $2,769,691 per year
on drinking and eating. They couldn't help but wonder, "What if we
could keep 10 percent of those food dollars at home?"1
A few weeks later, I drove to Cedar Falls, Iowa, to continue a conver-
sation with Kamyar that had begun after his talk. Kamyar's project to
increase local food purchases and short-circuit the too often deadly mass
systems has garnered some notable successes. The gains have been grad-
ual, and he is modest about them, but the economic impact on the com-
munity is beginning to show. A local taco shop, "not a high-end
restaurant," Kamyar says with a smile, "now buys 65 percent of its total
food purchases locally, and 100 percent of its beef, pork, chicken, cheese,
tomatoes, and black beans. The amount that circulates in the local econ-
omy from this one place was $185,579 in 2002." Other institutions have
brought local purchases up to more than half a million dollars in just
four years. The impact on local farmers' incomes is significant, and the
healthy food served to customers is tastier and more satisfying. "But the
biggest point," Kamyar notes, "is not just those institutions' contribution
to the community's economy, but the relationship they have developed
with the community."
There are some concerns that accompany this changing national at-
titude toward healthy food. One is that some farmers, primarily in the
West, are already growing organic produce using unsustainable farming
practices—growing large monoculture organic crops, for example—to
control a market. Industrial organic farming can be damaging to small
producers, and ultimately to the environment, as industrial commodity
growers and agribusiness giants move quickly to control organic foods,
dilute the certification standards to favor their produce, and take over
the organic market, again usurping the place of more sustainable or-
ganic farmers. A case in point: Section 771 of the Omnibus Appropria-
tions Act of 2002 contained a provision, slipped in without notice at the
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last minute by Representative Nathan Deal of Georgia, that would have
allowed agribusiness producers to feed their animals conventional (non-
organic) feed that had been subjected to chemicals and genetic modifi-
cations and yet claim their meat to be organic. Such a setback to hard-won
organic certification regulations could have had no motivation except to
pander to the transnational corporations whose interests would have
been served by the provision. The action led one local organic farmer to
comment, "Quick little devils! Have to keep an eye on those political
critters twice a second." Fortunately, Senator Patrick Leahy of Vermont
went to work to repeal section 771. He marshaled support from fifty-one
Senate co-sponsors, and with both the House and the Senate confirm-
ing, the measure was repealed on April 12, 2003.2
Still, in just the last few years, it seems the pecking order among
farmers has shifted. Only seven or eight years ago, sustainable farmers
and consumers saw organic farmers as the top of the line. The order of
prestige then was organic-sustainable-conventional-agribusiness-com-
modity farmers. Now the order appears to be sustainable-organic-con-
ventional-agribusines-commodity farmers. Organic is fine—crucial,
even—but to reap the benefits that consumers look for, and that we need
in order to create a sustainable culture, it has to use sustainable means to
achieve its certifiable organic ends.
The shift in consumer interest, and the desperation of farmers look-
ing for ways to stay afloat and in business by changing their markets, has
meant that many producers are catering to the new consumer interests
in food and food production. One result of that attention is the greater
variety of foods available now to the public. There is not only a wide ar-
ray of organic and sustainable produce available, but new meat products
as well. "Healthy" brats made of wild rice, buffalo, leaner pork, and beef
have made an appearance and garnered a share of the market. True, this
activity still tends to be small and local or regional. Chain stores like Wal-
Mart are paying some attention to the trend, but in farm country at least,
their interest is seen to be mostly sham for public relations purposes.
One local farmer noted that when a new Wal-Mart opened in his town,
a couple of bushel baskets of produce were artfully displayed in the en-
trance with a sign: "We support our local farmers." That was both the
beginning and the end. A week later the baskets were gone, and no local
farmer knew of any Wal-Mart purchases in the region. But some big
250
Healthy Food, Healthy Economics
chains, especially in England, are beginning to include healthy, organic
foods in their grocery sections, trying to suggest that they care about lo-
cal producers and healthy consumers.
The big chain stores may become genuinely interested in buying lo-
cal if fuel costs continue to rise, since the long-haul operations that bring
produce from Mexico or California cost them (and us) dearly. The Leo-
pold Center for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State University studied
what it cost to transport produce items consumed by lowans using three
different transportation systems, each of which was in use somewhere in
the state. The first was a conventional system that "represented an inte-
grated retail/wholesale buying system where national sources supply
Iowa with produce using large semitrailer trucks." The food is transport-
ed 800 to 1,500 miles, from as far away as Mexico and California. The
second was an Iowa-based regional system, in which a cooperative net-
work of Iowa farmers supplies produce to retailers using both large semis
and midsize trucks. The third was a local system, with farmers marketing
via community-supported agriculture and farmers' markets or selling to
local institutions such as schools, hospitals, conference centers, and res-
taurants. Transportation in this system uses the light trucks common on
small farms. The analysis revealed that the conventional system "used 4
to 17 times more fuel" than the regional and local systems and "released
5 to 17 times more CO2 from the burning of this fuel than the Iowa-
based regional and local systems." If Iowa farmers supplied 10 percent of
the twenty-eight produce items used in the study, the regional and local
systems would save between 280,000 and 346,000 gallons of fuel—an
amount equivalent to annual diesel fuel use on 108 Iowa farms. The au-
thors of the study pointed out that these were small numbers and that
local producers would be in competitive pricing with conventional sys-
tems only at high fuel prices. Of course, as fuel costs rise, savings will be
sought in all three systems, but the short hop is always better in the long
term. With high fuel costs, local looks not only better and healthier but
inevitable and cheaper, as the long haulers' transport costs eventually
drive them out of business.3
There are other virtues in farmers' markets in addition to fuel sav-
ings and healthy food. One of them is the community building that oc-
curs. In southeast Minnesota, the first two weeks of farmers' market
season are a time of universal pleasure, as farmers greet returning cus-
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tomers, ask how the family is, and help them select what they need
among the early produce, meats, bread, garden flowers, and handcrafted
gift items. Shoppers also talk to each other and become at least nodding
acquaintances as the season moves on and the faces become familiar. By
midsummer, broader conversations develop among three or four cus-
tomers and a couple of farmers, all standing together, arms crossed, talk-
ing. Common concerns are raised about the state of the world, and
nuances of policy or the local news are mulled over and discussed. Brian
Halweil, the ag expert at Worldwatch Institute, says that sociologists re-
port ten times more conversations between customers at a farmers' mar-
ket than between customers at a supermarket.4
As the summer develops, thoughtful farmers exhibit a real diversity
of vegetable offerings. They have several species each of tomatoes, squash,
carrots, cauliflower, broccoli, beets, and eggplant. Cucumbers of several
kinds are offered for salads or pickles. Onions and leeks, two or three or
more species of potatoes, and green and yellow string beans lie alongside
snap peas. The coolers in our little farmers' market in Wabasha, Minne-
sota, sport fresh eggs, bison, pork, beef, chicken, and turkey. A variety of
regular and goat cheeses, Colby, the various cheddars, blue, and cottage
all beckon for purchase. Signs describe the various cuts and choices: half
chickens, quarter-dressed; wild rice brats. One sign—"Lamb chops, leg
of lamb, or lamb kabob"—reminds me of the old sheepherder's joke to
his visitor: "We've got three kinds of meat for dinner tonight. We've got
lamb, we've got mutton, and we've got sheep. Take your pick." The diver-
sity of vegetables and meats adds an important dimension to the value
of the farmers' open market, a community-supported agriculture sys-
tem. It renews biodiversity in the environment, restrains erosion, seques-
ters carbon, and has none of the monocrop's pesticides, herbicides, or
antibiotics that threaten the long-term soil health of American agricul-
ture or result in runoff that kills or contaminates fish near and far.
The farmers' market also brings an economic benefit. The Experi-
ment in Rural Cooperation asked Ken Meter and Jon Resales of Cross-
roads Resource Center in Minneapolis to look at where food dollars go
in southeast Minnesota. I think we were all shocked at the numbers.
Folks in this region—and it must be similar to many others—spend
more than $500 million buying food. Another $300 million goes into the
conventional food system described by Iowa State University, in which
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transportation is a huge cost and food is mostly shipped from elsewhere
and sold in supermarkets. A total of $800 million thus goes skipping
away to enrich folks outside the region.5 That's enough money to make
even Wal-Mart take notice.
The farmers' market in Rochester is much larger than those in Red
Wing and Wabasha, where I often shop. One farmer who sells her pro-
duce in both markets looked around Wabasha this summer with a judi-
cious mien and said, "You really can get anything here that you can get in
Rochester." Yet Rochester's square awnings, larger space along the river,
and cosmopolitan population draw a host of folks who walk the market,
visiting and buying what they need. There, I have to say, the shoppers are
at least more colorful: Somali women in their traditional garb mingle
with Hmong and Vietnamese, black, Arabian, East Indian, American In-
dian, and European. Add live music to the kaleidoscopic movement, and
there is a gentle pleasure in circulating with the crowd.
Lake City's market is held in the evening, right along the shore of the
Mississippi River. The setting is bucolic, the live music is country and
Irish, and the coffee, pastries, and homemade ice cream on sale and the
food samples available mean that people sit down and visit over tables,
listen to the music, get the news or the gossip of the day, and watch the
great river slide by in blue or slate gray grandeur. The scene is richly
reminiscent of a painting by Pieter Brueghel—perhaps The Wedding
Feast. Only the clothes are different.
The economy, then, becomes a description of relationships, not just of
money circulating or accumulating. At our farmers' markets, the relation-
ships, unlike those at the supermarket, are local. The money changing
hands here stays here, traveling in a small universe. It goes into the pockets
of local people who grow what we eat and make what they sell or trade. It
helps support bakers, local musicians, visual artists, and craftspeople, as
well as farm families. And, yes, the local gas station attendant too, for even
though the distance is short, it still takes a truck to haul that produce to
market. And the farmers, musicians, artists, and craftspeople put the mon-
ey in their local bank, pay their local property taxes, support their local
schools, and buy other items from their local shops and neighbors.
The work is hard, no question, but when the money stays in the re-
gion, it eventually supports schools, churches, the drugstore, the bank,
the pizza parlor, the hairdresser, and various community services. As
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Phil Abrahamson says, "It all works together. It's the way you help make
things go." This comment rings true on a Thursday afternoon in Waba-
sha; on a warm Saturday morning in the buzz, hum, music, and shuffle
of Rochester; in the Thursday evening swing of Lake City. There is a
complexity in this that is engaging rather than discouraging, and a sense
of community that I don't think I'm exaggerating. Complexity and com-
munity both have inherent difficulties, but what's worthwhile that
doesn't? They also have an innate, inescapable beauty. These are hard to
achieve, but here they are, laid out around us like a festival, a swinging
liturgy of economics and the common good.
Philip Snyder, eighty years old and going strong, still growing pota-
toes and much else, relishes his trips to the Rochester market. "Now I
have corn, beets, onions, tomatoes, sugar snap peas, watermelons, canta-
loupes, squash, pumpkins, cucumbers for slicing. And dill, parsley, cori-
ander, cilantro. . . . The Vietnamese, they like it too. They're good
gardeners too. I always sell out of parsley—take a big wash pan, heaped
up. It'll be all gone. My potatoes too. People like my potatoes. I have
plums and apples But I like potatoes. I like to see them in full bloom,
you know, all those white blossoms I take as good care of them as I
know how, so they'll be good to me."
What if, thanks to alert consumers who understand how you help
make things go, local farmers could capture 10 or 15 or 20 percent of
that $800 million that goes out of state in our conventional system, and
see that money circulating throughout the region? One satisfying way to
throw a little sand in the gears of the corporate, conglomerate, all-the-
food-tastes-the-same-and-none-of-it-is-healthy approach of high-pow-
ered food production and processors in this country is to shop the local
farmers' market, eat healthy and seasonally, enjoy your neighbors and
yourself, and re-create the local economy in the process.
Is it important to you and the economy to do that? Richard Levins, the
university ag economist, told me that Wal-Mart now makes up 2.2 percent
of the entire gross domestic product of the United States. Eight years ago,
it didn't have groceries. Now it is the largest grocer in the world. Poverty
wages, strong-arm competition, and blind indifference to community are
the hallmarks of such growth. The conventional system could use some
sand in its gears, less gas in its tank. Farmers' markets, on the other hand
... Talk about rewards! They are about time and money well spent.
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HEALTHY SOIL, HEALTHY FOOD, HEALTHY HUMANS
Throughout the Midwest and elsewhere, a growing number of farmers
are aiming for good health, like Lonny Dietz, who says, "I know we get a
healthier crop from healthier soil." Art Thicke, a dairy farmer in south-
east Minnesota, recently said to a group of farmers who came to look
over his winter pasture system, "We're interested in healthy soil, healthy
animals, healthy food, healthy people." It seems to be working. In 2002,
he spent less than seventy dollars on veterinary bills and did not have to
help a single cow deliver her calf. The winter of 2003, he had no veteri-
nary bills. His cows never get mastitis, and when I talked to him about
this in 2004, he did not plan to vaccinate at all. Ralph Lentz, another
grazer, raises beef and has not had a single vet bill this year either. Of
course, both Ralph and Art are still quick to sing the praises of veterinar-
ians. "You never know when things might happen and you need one,"
Ralph says. "We've been lucky." But they help the luck along with their
good practice. They do not have to buy chemicals to increase produc-
tion, kill bugs, or stimulate growth. Neither claims to be organic, but the
land itself helps them control pests and provides ample nourishment.
They and others work toward profitability by "farming smart," staying
afloat and profitable by reducing inputs.
There is growing evidence, and increasing public awareness, that the
food that comes from large corporate processors has a detrimental effect
on human health. The Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy and the
Sierra Club reported the results of a poultry project that tested, in an
independent laboratory, whole chickens and ground turkey bought from
supermarkets in Iowa and Minnesota. The chickens were tested for "three
bacterial strains—Salmonella, Campylobacter, and Enterococci—and for
resistance to a number of antibiotics." The project found that "overall
nearly 18 percent of the fresh whole chickens purchased were contami-
nated with Salmonella, the leading cause of food borne illness in the
U.S." The ground turkey showed even greater contamination with sal-
monella, at 45 percent.6
Further, as processed food has taken a larger and larger share of the
market, portion sizes have increased in both fast-food and regular res-
taurants. Obesity and diabetes have increased in the last twenty-five
years and have become major health risks. The media filled pages and air
255
Alternative Visions, Hopeful Futures
waves in 2004 with news that more than half the U.S. population is
overweight—the largest population of overweight adults in the world.
Part of that obesity comes from processed foods that are high in sugar
and saturated fat. The increased consumption of "hidden" sugars is a
primary reason given for the increase in obesity in a 1999 report from
the Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture. According to an in-
ternal memorandum on the report, "Most prepared foods available to
consumers today—everything from breakfast cereals to juices, salad
dressing, pasta and ham—contain high-fructose corn syrup. In addition
soft drink consumption has skyrocketed worldwide, raising health con-
cerns about sugar and weight gain as well as the decline in the amount of
calcium consumed, particularly among young women who have substi-
tuted soft drinks for milk." Soft drink manufacturers, among other food
processors, rely on the availability of corn syrup for their products, and
this drives a significant portion of our commodity agriculture. "It leads
farmers to plant a single crop to meet the demand," says the memoran-
dum. "This emphasis on corn-fed meat and high-fructose corn syrup
leads to a reinforcement of demand for the high input monoculture sys-
tems that have low economic, environmental, and social resilience."
Those same food characteristics have apparently been instrumental in
increasing the incidence of heart disease and cancer.7
The current focus on the extensive planting of soybeans and corn in
the Midwest is linked, via cheap animal feed supplies, to dietary changes
around the world that are having a profound effect on human health.
Recent changes in the American diet reflect changes in our cropping sys-
tems. We no longer produce healthy food for a market, but commodities
to fulfill a contract. Meat and milk are important elements of the Amer-
ican diet, and livestock now consume more than 60 percent of the corn
and 48 percent of the soybeans grown in the United States, according to
Minnesota Public Radio. The USDA's National Organic Program shows
even higher percentages: 72 percent of corn and 60 percent of soybeans.8
These percentages have been high for so long they are by now almost
folklore, but the rapid expansion of ethanol and biofuels is surely chang-
ing them. The chemicals leeched into water supplies from eroding com-
modity fields and the dispersal of genetically modified organisms have
unmeasured and unknown consequences for human health and plant
diversity over the long haul. Yet the newest farm bill still widely favors
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industrial agriculture and commodity crops while largely excluding from
participation vegetable growers and those who wish to follow sound con-
servation practices. Whatever their rhetoric about the farm bill's protect-
ing family farms, congressional supporters of the bill essentially say to
many farmers, "You want to take care of the soil, do it on your time. Stay
poor, and out of the hair of our corporate contributors."
Still, the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), implemented in
1985, has shown significant gains for conservation. According to a report
by the nonpartisan Congressional Research Service,
FSA [Farm Services Administration] estimates that, compared with
1982 erosion rates, CRP has reduced erosion by over 440 million tons
per year on the 34 million acres enrolled in the program. Other con-
servation benefits NRCS [Natural Resources Conservation Service]
has documented on these lands include the sequestration of over 16
million metric tons of carbon annually; over 3.2 million acres of wild-
life habitat established; and a reduction of the application of nitrogen
(by 681,000 tons) and phosphorus (by 104,000 tons). Also, partici-
pants have planted about 2.7 million acres of trees, making it the larg-
est federal tree-planting program in history.
One argument against the program was that retiring so much acre-
age from active cultivation would reduce the number of farms and farm-
ers. The Congressional Research Service report quoted a USDA
Economic Research Service finding that "population trends were largely
unaffected by high CRP enrollment. It also found that high CRP enroll-
ment was associated with some job loss in rural areas between 1986 and
1992—the years CRP was first underway—but that this was not true
during the 1990's." There is speculation that, as the federal budget deficit
grows, revenues get smaller, and more trade agreements prohibit income
increases for farmers, all farm supports will get cut, and the conservation
measures will be the first to go, a prediction that seems borne out by the
federal budget cuts in 2005. The most recent farm bill does contain a
new conservation program, the Conservation Reserve Enhancement
Program, but two Midwest farming seasons passed with no support for
it or for those who would like to raise healthy food and protect resources.
Only farms in some watersheds scattered across twenty-five states were
funded in 2004 and early 2005.9
These facts do not seem to discourage the sustainable farmers and
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organic farmers who are trying to do something different. "It's not the
sustainable guys," says one, "who are sitting around complaining about
how tough farming is. Being with them, like at the annual organic con-
ference coming up, is a real high. I always come back from that pumped
up and inspired."
Food may be the primary arena where we humans sort out our val-
ues. In an essay on the five precepts of the Buddhist tradition, poet Gary
Snyder writes, "Our life in regard to food is the first question of econom-
ics and ecology. Our food is the field in which we daily explore our 'harm-
ing' of the world and how we deal with it." The first precept is ahimsa,
which Snyder translates as "non-harming," or "no unnecessary harm." In
the context of his essay, he is considering the taking of life, especially ani-
mal life. But his view is much more inclusive than concern for animals; he
is concerned for the health of the land and the dependence of our farm
system on fossil fuels and chemicals. "Any kind of gathering or gardening
calls for compassion, purity, and respect on all sides: as much mindful-
ness is asked of the vegetarian as is of the hunter."10
MEANWHILE, BACK ON THE FARM
When farmers don't prosper, local communities don't prosper. The
beauty of the farmers' market is that it is one more opportunity for farm-
ers and the community to sustain themselves, perhaps even prosper. The
loss of families on the farm, as we have seen, expands, ramifies, and be-
comes many losses, each with its own deleterious effect on the society as
a whole. Keeping farmers on the land works the other way. As a bumper
sticker on a pickup in the Wabasha farmers' market put it, "Everyone
does better when EVERYONE does better."
Aside from articles in regional papers, there is a certain quietness
about the movement of farm families to town or to larger urban centers.
In a June 1999 interview with staff members of the Institute for Agricul-
ture and Trade Policy, Jerry Kruger, a farmer in the Red River valley, says
the exodus of farm populations in that area has been "real quiet." He
remarks on the changes and uncertainties that many farmers live with
now. "There are probably three layers" of exodus and uncertainty, Kru-
ger says: "Those who have left or are leaving, those that are hurting, and
the well-established layer that will weather the prices. That last stratum
258
Healthy Food, Healthy Economics
keeps moving. You may feel like one of the secure ones and all of a sud-
den, by golly, you're pretty close." The ramifications of that exodus in-
evitably reveal themselves first in the nearest town.
Kruger can recite a whole litany of impacts of the population decline
on local institutions, all based on personal experience and observation. In
his county, for example, the schools have "merged three times. Warren,
Alverado, Oslo. And Argyle, to the north of us.. . Pretty soon it will prob-
ably be Warren-Alverado-Oslo-Argyle. Kennedy-Hallock combined a
couple of years ago, and the circle just keeps getting bigger." The local
health system in his town has transitioned from being a primary care-
giver to a secondary caregiver, but "health care is very important to the
community. Most of the community is retired and needs a health center,"
says Kruger. In his community as well as in others, many retired older
people move reluctantly to the nearest large urban area to have quicker
access to health care. Commerce, too, has declined in Kruger's town:
"We've got one grocery store in Warren. There were two. The second one
just closed up. . . . Farm parts, equipment dealers . . . We used to have
several dealers in Warren. I have mostly Case-H and have to go to Grafton
—that's fifty miles. It takes an hour and a half to go, bring the stuff and
come back. . . . There was a Case dealer and an International dealer in
Warren, and they combined We still have a John Deere dealer. We used
to have several car dealers. There's no car dealer in Warren."
Kruger notes that among the effects of the ongoing crisis is a loss of
farmer self-sufficiency. "Less than 1 percent" of local farmers produce
some food for the household, he reports. "None of them have time. I love
to garden. When I retire I hope to garden." He adds that his wife, Ginny,
"loves plants. She does the flowers and the stuff around the house. She
enjoys gardening." Kruger tells a poignant story that shows just how
tough farming has been for many. He estimates that he needs twenty-
one operating days to get his crop in. "They don't need to be consecutive.
But I need three weeks." In 1999, the spring was wetter than normal.
They had only five operating days. "I had her [Ginny] drive the tractor
for me yesterday for the first time ever. (She drives the truck and stuff.)
She was crying when I came home last night, saying, CI ruined your corn.'
And I said, 'Oh, it can't get any worse.'"
Kruger and his wife, like many of their neighbors and farmers
throughout the country, exhibit a tremendous strength of spirit, com-
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mitment, and grit as they work toward a very shaky future. But there is
no way to create a sustainable culture without sustainable farming sys-
tems. Years ago, an artisan interviewed by the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation said, "Craftsmanship is getting the details right, and not
taking any shortcuts." Sustainable agriculture is about getting the details
right; industrial agriculture is about finding shortcuts. As we have seen,
the issue is a concern not solely for farmers. Food security for us all is an
essential characteristic of a sustainable culture. Our national and inter-
national food security is not assured. This, too, works both ways, as Wis-
consin farmer Prescott Bergh told us earlier. "There's no point in talking
about sustainable agriculture if you don't have a sustainable culture to
back it up."
The whole system suffers when farmers suffer. We cannot let all our
farmers disappear from the scene or let our small towns drift into aban-
doned storefronts and then oblivion, for one of the things we have
learned in recent years is that our great urban centers also have an or-
ganic nature and an optimum size. When too many people move from
the country to the city, the city sprawls in a formless mass that threatens
the surrounding environment, whether it be farmland, wilderness, open
space, or clean air or water. The sheer number of people also threatens
social cohesion and true community. Safety then becomes an issue,
whether we seek safety from crime or simply from the crush of folks too
different from ourselves. The walls go up around some communities,
and the gates slam shut. But "gated community" is an oxymoron. A more
accurate name is "ghetto." In the economics of nature, there is no sur-
vival for single, isolated species. That rule of nature—and of agriculture
—is a rule of society as well. Homogeneity leads to the extinction of
community just as it leads to the extinction of a species. Who is there to
commune with if everyone is the same? I'd rather argue at the top of my
lungs with my friend Ralph Lentz than be locked up at night with a hun-
dred folks who think just like I do.
Exodus from the farms has been going on for a long time, but if
perceptions are correct, it will accelerate rather than diminish for a while
yet, and we will all be the poorer for it. And hungry, too, for the current
strains on agribusiness make clear that, despite its claims and great ac-
complishments, monoculture corporate agriculture does not feed the
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world over the long haul; it is not a reliable supplier of food, or of food
security, for America or the world. The farmers you have heard from
thus far are working against the outcomes Jerry Kruger describes above.
Fortunately, there are alternative visions of how the future might open
up for agriculture and for the rest of us.
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CHAPTER 14
Alternatives for Agriculture and
the Whole Culture
The trade agreements of the WTO, NAFTA, CAFTA, and the FTAA, with
their narrow vision and dismal results, are not the only way to think
about trade and the future. Some alternative visions come from new and
(on the surface at least) unlikely amalgamations of nongovernmental
organizations that are willing to take thoughtful stands for what they
believe. That is one hopeful sign; another is that agriculture is the focus
of trade concern, the central hub of the wheel of our rapidly whirling
globalization. Without a sustainable agriculture, there will never be a
sustainable and sustaining environment, and there will never be hope
for social justice. Ending racism won't feed the world. Getting our no-
tions about gender straightened out won't feed the world. Though end-
ing poverty would be a great start, even that won't feed the world. But
getting our thoughts together about the importance of agriculture and
food may offer a clue not only about how to feed the world but also
about how to take care of the environment, overcome poverty, end rac-
ism and sexism, and get a handle on other social issues.
Both the numbers and the anecdotal information about trade as it is
presently configured indicate that it impoverishes more people than it
enriches. Those it enriches are made so by the sweat of those it impover-
ishes. Misery is added to sweat labor, and farmers who lose their land
lose their food security along with everyone else. Sandy Dietz figured all
that out—"There's something wrong with a system where to keep our
level of life we have to have poverty nations," she told me—so why can't
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the IMF? The system is long broke, and it needs fixing. The solutions
projected by the World Bank, the IMF, and WTO, NAFTA, CAFTA, and
the FTAA (what Jim Hightower calls the Forced Trade Agreement of the
Americas) only deepen the problems. What other ideas for agriculture
are out there?
ALTERNATIVES FOR THE AMERICAS
Compared to the WTO and FTAA rhetoric, which obscures the real out-
comes of highly developed exploitation of local peoples, local landscapes,
and local cultures for expropriation by transnational corporations for
executive (priority one) and shareholder (priority two) profit, "Alterna-
tives for the Americas" is a breath of creative fresh air. Expert researchers
and other specialists from eight nations created the first draft of the doc-
ument at the request of a coalition of national organizations from Chile,
Canada, the United States, Brazil, and Mexico in preparation for the
1998 Peoples' Summit of the Americas in Santiago, Chile. There, in the
Forum on Social and Economic Alternatives, more than two hundred
people met to discuss and revise it. The second draft, though still a work-
ing paper, is a document more knowledgeable, realistic, sophisticated,
and visionary than those drafted by transnational corporations and na-
tional trade representatives for the WTO meeting in Canciin and the
FTAA meeting in Miami.
• Rather than promises, "Alternatives for the Americas" begins with a
set of general principles that establishes a wholly different set of
priorities than those set by other free trade documents and poses a
radically different worldview.
• Rather than the obfuscation of "trade speak" the language in this
document is clear and direct, and the thinking is people-oriented
rather than corporate-oriented: "Trade and investment should not be
ends in themselves," the summary of general principles begins, "but
rather instruments for achieving just and sustainable development."
• Rather than being developed in secrecy and exclusion, the docu-
ment holds as a general principle that "citizens must have the right
to participate in the formulation, implementation and evaluation
of hemispheric social and economic policies."
• Rather than corporate hegemony that destroys human rights and
national sovereignty in favor of corporate welfare, the document
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declares, "Central goals of these policies should be to promote
economic sovereignty, social welfare, and reduced inequality at all
levels."
The document tackles all the critical issues confronting both developing
and developed countries in the Western Hemisphere. Its list of critical is-
sues includes human rights, the environment, labor, immigration, the
role of the state, investment, finance, intellectual property, sustainable en-
ergy development, agriculture, market access, and enforcement and dis-
pute resolution. All these issues are analyzed; goals for each section, and
strategies to reach those goals, are established that align both with the
general principles and with that section's specific guiding principles.1
The section on agriculture identifies and responds to a number of
current threats to society and the environment. The consequences of
continued liberalization of trade through the FTAA "include the accel-
eration of migration from rural to urban areas, and the growth of pov-
erty zones and increased marginalization, both within cities and within
rural regions, creating more pressure on local governments for basic ser-
vices." Noting events in Latin America, the drafters say, "Large corpora-
tions are pressing for the sale of agricultural land to be converted into
forestry plantations." This may seem to be a fairly neutral development,
but it too has consequences: "a decrease in agricultural employment"
and the loss of "basic agricultural capital." Moreover, industrial forestry
makes "the hemisphere's food security increasingly dependent on vola-
tile international market prices." What these threats mean for policy de-
velopment is spelled out as follows:
• "Agriculture should be given special treatment in trade and invest-
ment liberalization agreements, rather than being considered an
economic sector like any other."
• "Governments should also recognize that small-scale farming re-
quires special policies concerning land conservation, appropriate
technology (including biotechnology), agricultural research, credit
and subsidies."
• "Therefore, any trade liberalization agreement for agriculture must
include concrete measures for the upward harmonization of finan-
cial assistance for agriculture, with the eventual goal of spending
similar amounts expressed as a percentage of GDP."
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• "Laws and regulations designed to guarantee sanitary and phyto-
sanitary standards to ensure high quality produce and protection
for consumers and the environment should be arrived at through
wide consultation with citizens."2
At present, one of the glaring deficiencies of all the free trade nego-
tiations lies in the absence of citizen participation, the establishment of
secrecy that requires police protection, and the exclusion of nongovern-
mental organizations, regardless of their pertinent expertise. "Alterna-
tives for the Americas" addresses the exclusionary nature of the trade
negotiations:
Countries should work to strengthen the organization of [each coun-
try's] rural sector to ensure that this population is duly represented,
both in its relations with the state and with the market. For example,
small-scale farmers and their organizations, who have been previously
• excluded, should be allowed to play an active role in trade negotia-
tions. This ongoing process of modernization of the rural sector must
take into consideration the most vulnerable sectors of the society, and
safeguards should be adopted to protect cultural minorities and social
groups that do not have the means to adequately and efficiently inte-
grate into the market.
The integrative power of agriculture is different from the power of inte-
grated industries. The document puts it plainly: "Agriculture is a sector
which fulfils a series of essential functions for the stability and security
of nations: to preserve the cultural richness and multi-ethnicity of soci-
eties, to preserve biodiversity, to generate employment and sustainability
(as much in agriculture as in related economic activities), to maintain
the population of rural areas, to ensure basic food security and to con-
tribute to a sustainable development with more economic, social and
political stability."3 One might only add that "basic food security" means
having access to healthy food, for access to unhealthy food offers no se-
curity at all. Public health is thus included among the other values this
approach to agriculture upholds. Though "Alternatives for the Ameri-
cas" does not use the phrase "integrative power of agriculture" to refer to
these culture-transforming possibilities, it seems an appropriate phrase
to describe agriculture's highest role in any culture, the keystone of new
agrarian values in the ecology of culture that holds it all in place.
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The result of the power of integrated transnational food industries,
on the other hand, is monopolistic control of our most basic human
needs—food and water. There is a difference, apparently unrecognized
by national trade representatives, even in democratic countries, between
saying that small producers will find it hard to compete in global mar-
kets and saying that small producers have no right to compete in global
markets. It is no wonder, then, that "Alternatives for the Americas" is so
refreshing and challenging. It offers an alternative vision of the future
that is inclusive of many values beyond corporate profit.
Perhaps most exciting and hopeful of all is that the document's prin-
ciples, goals, and strategies appear to be all of a piece. Unlike the WTO
and FTAA agreements, in which the prologue of promises is directly un-
dercut by the goals and strategies that follow, "Alternatives for the Amer-
icas" shows continuity, with no surprises, no deceit. The general principles
are upheld by the guiding principles, and both determine the goals and
the actions to be taken. That the authors seem to believe in the principles
they espouse gives the document a sense of genuineness and authentic-
ity. In the current context of international tension and increasingly overt
hostility and violence directed at the United States and other developed
nations, "Alternatives for the Americas" offers a way to reduce antago-
nism and elevate the prospects for peace and justice. It exhibits the pos-
sibility inherent in agriculture itself to transform the whole culture into
one that supports healthy humans, healthy economics, healthy soil, and
healthy foods.
"Alternatives for the Americas" is not the only international view of
how agriculture might change to feed and serve the world, including
farmers. Another hopeful and comprehensive view of how things might
work out, the National Family Farm Coalition's "Farm Aid: A Declara-
tion for a New Direction for American Agriculture and Agricultural
Trade," was signed by twenty-seven nongovernmental organizations in
September 2003. It identifies the crossroads that we are facing and, like
"Alternatives for the Americas," sets out principles on which a new direc-
tion must build. The crossroads it describes is this: "The World Trade
Organization's Ministerial in Cancun, Mexico, this month helps to de-
cide who will plant crops and who will be uprooted, and in many cases
who will eat and who will starve in the global free trade of food. This is
a time to affirm that agricultural policy must support human rights and
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livelihoods, not overrun or destroy them." The declaration holds that
"environmentally and economically sustainable agriculture is central to
each nation's ability to feed its citizens today and for generations to
come ," and it elaborates the principles that "international trade agree-
ments must be designed to defend and support." The signatories to the
declaration include five major church organizations—the Presbyterian
Church USA, United Church of Christ's Justice and Witness Ministries,
United Methodist Church's General Board of Church and Society, Na-
tional Catholic Rural Life Conference, and National Council of Church-
es of Christ—as well as Farm Aid, the AFL-CIO, American Corn Growers
Association, Defenders of Wildlife, National Campaign for Sustainable
Agriculture, United Steelworkers of America, and Soybean Producers of
America.4
For this reader at least, "Alternatives for the Americas" and "Farm
Aid: A Declaration for a New Direction for American Agriculture and
Agricultural Trade" represent an authentic concern for the fate of our
ever-unfolding world. Together, the two documents can provide the
leaven that our lumpy blob of global dough needs in order to rise to
become the bread that feeds the world.
THE ALTERNATIVE VISION OF WES JACKSON
Individuals, too, are thinking hard about alternatives, taking into account
the past, the forces at work in the present, and the prospects for a positive
future. One of those is the visionary director of the Land Institute, just
outside Salina, Kansas. Wes Jackson's view of the future may seem bleak
to some; the image of an Old Testament prophet comes to mind among
those who hear him speak. His vision is not popular with agricultural
industries because he insists on a long view and won't promise quick re-
sults or immediate profits. His approach is also radically different in that
he is out not to kill weeds or genetically modify other plants but to figure
out how to make everything fit in its proper place in a natural system. But
it seems hopeful to me for exactly those reasons, and also because it is
based on one of the most honest and insightful assessments of the culture
we are likely to find. It also offers an alternative vision of how the future
of agriculture might unfold in a positive and hopeful fashion.
If life is but a series of choices, Wes Jackson might ask us to choose
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between big bluestem and corn. He would point to the root system of a
hearty big bluestem plant, extending a thick, rich mass of tendrils eight
feet or more down into the prairie earth. It requires nothing but sunlight
and rain; "it restoreth our soil," he might say, "just as the Good Shepherd
restoreth our souls." Big bluestem holds the soil and prevents erosion,
creates habitat for creatures aboveground and a haven for microorgan-
isms below, and sequesters the nitrogen that is essential to photosynthe-
sis. Corn has a root system that is puny in comparison, leaves the soil
without groundcover for months at a time, and requires not only huge
amounts of gas and oil but also, now, chemical inputs to control pests,
kill invasive weeds, and provide the nutrients that the corn and its chem-
icals have taken out of once-fertile soil. Those chemical fertilizers also
kill the microorganisms that many believe are an indicator of healthy
soil. Since corn makes erosion come easy, the lightest rains flood our city
water supplies with chemicals and send nitrogen in such quantities to
the ocean that "dead zones" are created where marine life cannot survive.
Grown as a monocrop, as it most often is, corn is also susceptible to in-
festations and weather fluctuations. With genetic modifications, it in-
fects other, pure species of plants, diminishing biodiversity. If early tests
prove right, it also kills pollinator insects essential to plant life. But we
can't eat big bluestem, you say. True, but in Wes Jackson's vision, it can be
part of a diverse prairie mix that includes perennial grains and legumes
that will withstand drought, infestations, and floods—and feed us too.
And that is what the Land Institute is working on, gradually creating
perennial grains that can be included in a mix of prairie plants that has
the endurance of perennials and the nutrition values of our finest annu-
als. Part of the secret lies in creating polycultures that will have the same
resilience that naturally diverse prairies have.
As he shows me through the test plots and we head out into the
fields, Wes explains that the Land Institute's purpose is to work with
nature rather than against it, as we so often do, trying to warp nature to
our ends without reference to what nature itself might want. The means
to work with nature lie right at hand, in the natural structures of the
prairie before we altered so much of it, contributing to its poor health
and costing us so much topsoil. "So there are three questions we have to
ask ourselves," says Wes: "What was here? What will Nature require of us
here? And what will Nature help us do here?"
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The first question requires that we observe as closely as possible what
natural prairie remains, trying to figure out how it works, why it works,
and what its virtues and liabilities are. It also requires studying the earli-
est written accounts and observations of it and learning what we can of
American Indian relationships to the prairie. One of the searching ques-
tions that Jackson raises in his book Becoming Native to This Place is
"Were the natives more sophisticated at providing their living than we
are?" The question comes up, Jackson writes, because, "on the basis of
evidence from dwellings and villages that have been excavated, and that
from written narratives by those who accompanied Coronado or came
into the region later, archaeologists have estimated that 'within the con-
fines of Rice County [Kansas] there were well over 25,000 people,' or
about thirty-five natives per square mile. In 1927, Rice County had just
under 15,000 people. In 1980, 11,800. In 1988, 10,800. In 1990, 10,400.
Why this huge decline in the numbers of people?" Jackson asks, and our
minds go back over our own prairie hometowns with so many empty
storefronts. "We know that nearly all of the young people who want to
stay or who leave but want to return would bring the population to well
over 25,000. Why can't they stay or afford to return?"5
The second question, What does Nature require of us here? is, as I
understand it, a cautionary one. The issue is not to see how much of our
intervention prairie soil can tolerate and still produce but to discover
how we can work with the constraints laid on us by this place. How do
we stay within the boundaries imposed by an already healthy operating
system? Another, ancient form of the question, is, How do we live here
and do no harm?—the question that comes to us from the earliest days
of science and medicine in Western civilization and from the Buddhist
quest in the East. If that is a correct reading, it is perhaps the oldest it-
eration of the precautionary principle.
The third question, What will Nature help us do here? turns the one
we most often ask on its head. The more familiar question, asked often
in our land-grant universities and their laboratories, is, What can we do
to help Nature?—"which has never yet needed our help," Jackson tells
me, smiling, as if no one could doubt his premise.
Somehow, we have to get back to more natural systems. As we walk
around the Land Institute, looking at the plants in his experimental
plots, Jackson notes, "We are not asking how we can make things better,
269
Alternative Visions, Hopeful Futures
or imposing our notions on what might happen here. We are trying to
learn from the place itself how to mimic the structure.... Maybe when
we get that figured out, we will be granted the function. That is, we will be
able to participate in the process in a way that it will function naturally
—and yet revolutionize the agricultural system." Jackson clearly believes
that is possible.
Possible, but not easy, and not soon. Part of Jackson's dilemma is
that his project is long term (a real sign of hope in a culture that always
prefers the short-term fix, the crash diet to the healthy diet), and what
most financial backers want is a quick return on their investment. Our
American inclination, often celebrated, is to want immediate results. Yet
Jackson's long view is hopeful precisely because it envisions a long-term
process; the long view is one healthy injection of an antidote we need for
a cultural addiction to a quick—and often transitory or illusory—fix.
"Even our sustainable agriculture practices are still too short term," in
Jackson's view. "People want results, but they have wanted them too
quickly, and to get quick results, they shortcut the process, so there is no
return to a natural system." Instead of really changing the system, "we
adjust it here and there, modify it a bit, but still take part in the larger
farming and social systems." So, like Sisyphus, "We roll the rock up the
hill, and it rolls back down on us."
In describing what he calls natural systems agriculture, Jackson dis-
tinguishes between the problems in agriculture and the problem o/agri-
culture. In his critique of current systems, Jackson would likely include
this book as part of the problem. That is, it deals with the problems in
agriculture—genetically modified organisms, pesticides, marketing,
trade, the loss of farms—rather than the more pressing and profound
problem, the problem o/agriculture. The Land Institute reports that it is
the latter that it "has been addressing, almost since its beginning in 1976,
mainly because we believe it may be our worst problem and paradoxi-
cally the one most easily solved. It is also the least recognized by the
general public." How did this problem of agriculture come to be? The
Land Institute offers a brief historical perspective.
Before agriculture we were gatherers and hunters. We took but we did
not plant. Once we started planting, soil disturbance was required ev-
ery year because the plants that sustained this more settled way of hu-
man life were annuals, mostly from the grass family. Annual grasses
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like wheat, rice, corn, rye, and barley account for 70 percent of all hu-
man calories. For convenience sake, we planted these annuals in
monocultures. As we did, we created two edges on this agricultural
sword: soil erosion as the consequence of the necessary annual plow-
ing, and the pests that the monoculture invites. The first, over the long
term, is more serious than the latter, but combined, they largely, but
not exclusively define The Problem OF Agriculture.6 [Land Institute's
emphasis]
Aside from our utter dependence on oil to serve our industrial agri-
cultural systems, there is the additional thrust of chemicals onto the
scene and into our soils, groundwater, and air. "Farms have become
among the most dangerous places to live," Jackson writes. "The epide-
miological data mounts as we try to pinpoint the causes of many human
diseases that exploded to commonplace during the chemical era." Jack-
son offers a local example of how pervasive the chemical problem has
become: "The Kansas River provides water supplies to cities and com-
munities, even though it is ranked as one of the top most polluted rivers
in the nation. Since it flows through agricultural land, its pollution cause
is mainly agri-chemicals rather than industry. . . . History does not yet
know the full magnitude of the results of spreading chemicals on our
planet's surface. We do know that many of our children in the agricul-
tural Midwest cannot safely drink the water in their towns because of
agri-chemicals." In this, Jackson buttresses the revelations made by San-
dra Steingraber in her beautifully written landmark book, Living Down-
stream: A Scientist's Personal Investigation of Cancer and the Environment,
and the further documentation offered by Theo Colborn, Dianne Du-
manoski, and John Peterson Myers in Our Stolen Future: Are We Threat-
ening Our Fertility, Intelligence, and Survival? A Scientific Detective Story.
But Jackson is not content with looking at the history of chemical uses in
agriculture. "Chemicals may harm or kill people, but chemicals eventu-
ally degrade." More important is soil—which Jackson calls "as much of a
non-renewable resource as oil."7 Of course, soil can regenerate itself, but
when it is gone, it is gone for many generations before natural factors
can replenish it as much as an inch.
Given these considerations, the Land Institute asks, "Can we mimic
nature's solutions?" Its answer is yes. That confidence is based on the
institute's observations of and research into the native ecosystems of the
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local tallgrass prairie and soils. The Land Institute has found that "the
only communities that persist through evolutionary time are those that:
(1) maintain or build their ecological capital, (2) fix and hold their nu-
trients, (3) are adapted to periodic stress, such as drought and fire, and
(4) manage their weed, pest and pathogen populations." The Land Insti-
tute has also identified two "key elements of the structure of the tallgrass
prairie" that are different from our current agricultural systems: "(1) the
dominance of herbaceous perennials instead of annuals, and (2) the oc-
currence of these plants in mixtures instead of homogeneous monocul-
tures" (Land Institute's emphasis). It is commonly known among
botanists and farmers that "there are four major plant functional groups
in the prairie: warm-season grasses, cool-season grasses, legumes and
composites." So what the institute has adopted as its model for natural
systems agriculture is "a 'perennial polyculture,' a mixture of perennial
species from each of the four functional groups." And what the institute
has been trying to find out is whether it can develop and test perennial
plants that "can produce high seed yield without sacrificing vigor or pe-
rennialism, and determining whether perennial polycultures out-yield
perennial monocultures in seed production."8 If the answers to their
questions are positive, that sounds to me like "Bingo!"
I can understand the Land Institute's confidence in and enthusiasm
for its project, although, looking through the greenhouses and fields
with their various test plots as lackson explains what I am looking at,
why it seems easy still escapes me. Nevertheless, the success of his work
and the wonder of his vision can be noted in the institute's research and
publications in refereed journals over a twenty-year period. Those many
articles and papers and presentations at both scientific conferences and
public meetings indicate that, as Jackson said in his Right Livelihood
Award for 2000 acceptance speech, "Our hopeful message is now being
more broadly sown. The message is that humanity fashion an agricul-
ture as sustainable as the nature we have destroyed, an agriculture that
rewards the farmer and the landscape more than their external supplier
of inputs. An agriculture in which irreparable soil erosion ceases. An ag-
riculture not dependent on fossil fuels or alien chemicals, an agriculture
that honors the reality of the ecologic mosaic as it honors the cultural
mosaic of men and women in local habitats."9
After I visited Wes Jackson and listened to him talk about his work,
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I drove from Kansas on down into Oklahoma on my way to Texas, and
so I had time to think about what he had said. One of the things that I
most appreciated was a strain of humility unusual in a true believer who
is totally committed to his work, as Jackson clearly is. It showed up in
subtle ways, as in his comment "We have to mimic the structure to be
granted the function." He does not say, "If we do this, we can get that," as
if he were plundering a neighbor's larder. Rather, it's "We have to ..." as
in "We have to operate within the constraints of the natural structure."
There is no bending or bullying nature to do our will here; we will do it
nature's way. And if we do that, then we may "be granted the function."
Jackson could almost be talking about grace rather than accomplish-
ment. The benefits of the function are like a gift, a grace granted by na-
ture to those who follow its course. That humility also shows in Jackson's
insistence that, despite our science, we really don't know much. In public
speeches, he urges his listeners to work from an "ignorance-based world-
view" rather than one that is "knowledge-based." That would put our
true position in its proper perspective and add a dollop of humility to a
culture too proud of its knowledge and too lacking in wisdom. In pre-
sentations, Jackson occasionally quotes scripture, which contributes to
his image as a prophet. A favorite passage has to do with the Genesis
story of Eden. God put Adam down in a garden filled "with every tree
necessary for food, and in the center was the tree of life and the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil." In the last two hundred years, Jackson
says, we have eaten too much of the tree of knowledge and too little of
the tree of life. His lifelong project is to shift that relationship, not reduc-
ing knowledge but strengthening the tree of life, adopting it as our pri-
mary model. Then, perhaps, we may be granted the boon of a greater
sustainable life.
I do not know whether Wes Jackson's vision will become reality or
whether the promise inherent in mimicking natural structures will be
kept. But I can see how it might be. And I can put a powerful lot of hope
in that, in part because the present system is clearly destined to a short
life. And I can put my hope in an agriculture that will be transformed for
all our benefit if "the true grain comes ripe." William James declared that
"the world can and has been changed by those for whom the ideal and
the real are dynamically contiguous."10 If anyone at the moment has the
ability to see the ideal and the real as dynamically contiguous, it is the
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man who can be found standing in the middle of the Kansas prairie, sur-
rounded by a perennial polyculture requiring only the great fundamen-
tals of all life: soil, air, sunlight, and rain. If you should find him there,
you can walk right up to him and say, "Mr. Jackson, I presume," just as if
he were someone you had been looking for a long time.
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CHAPTER 15
Ours for a Short Time
PEGGY THOMAS
Driving along the shore of the Mississippi this morning, I move in and
out of mist rising, a red-orange sunrise suffusing the sky wherever the
drifting curtains of mist thin, part, and open to color. I am headed to see
Peggy Thomas, who farms with Larry Gates just a mile and a half west of
the great river below Kellogg, Minnesota. We begin where most farm and
ranch visits begin—at the kitchen table over coffee and something baked
and sweet.
Having a farm and making it work was not our original intent. We just
wanted to live in the country, closer to a rural, more natural environ-
ment, and have a relatively small place. This one has 160 acres. We
both had a natural resource background, so our concern was for the
whole resource, not just farming or crops. We decided to see if maybe
we could make some money, so I quit my job. That same summer we
bought seven mixed-breed ewes to start. The ewes multiplied pretty
fast, became forty lambs. . . . Then we added turkeys, and aimed to
keep them pasture raised, staying away from medications, trying to
respect each animal and bird's life, freedom.
As Peggy describes the farm operation, she reveals a purpose and a
worldview that are different in quality and in kind from those of the
larger culture. It is an old agrarianism made new by new knowledge and
a deeper, more holistic understanding of nature and of farming's role in
it and in the society.
Maximizing crop and animal production was never an aim. We al-
ways wanted to respect the animals, take care of the whole environment
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—create a diverse, natural production. We're not simply trying to farm
in the conventional way, but to manage the whole place toward biodi-
versity. Sustainability means that you can live on the land, live with the
land, forever. Sometimes I do without "modern conveniences" so that
we can demonstrate that such a system works. Maybe not many people
are really willing to do that.
Even so, we never lost money. It's labor intensive and small profit
because we have such small numbers. But I look at the value of my
being home, of preparing our food, of having better, more flavorful,
healthier food because I am fixing it or canning it myself.
Now we attend farmers' markets, direct-market all our farm pro-
duce and meats, and it's starting to be enough income. I enjoy bring-
ing our produce and meats to the local farmers' markets, although I
never pictured myself as a saleswoman. I don't mind selling my own
good stuff, but if the tomatoes are blemished, uh-uh. . . . I can't sell
them.
Peggy echoes other farmers in the region who are concerned about the
broader farming enterprise regionally and nationally, not just about
making a living on their own place.
We're really trying to show that this can work. We have about 160
acres, but only about 27 acres of that is cropland and pasture, so we are
about up to capacity with animals. We want to be certified organic.
But Peggy holds that being certified is not as important as doing things
right.
We raise everything that way so we might as well get certified. At
the farmers' market in Wabasha last summer, not many people seemed
to care if things are organic. The woman in the stall next to mine sold
some of the same things I did, and we both sold out each day. Hers
were not organic and I had a sign on mine to show they were, but not
many people asked about it.
Like Mike Rupprecht, the Dietzes, and others I have talked to, Peggy
thinks carefully about the future, about what needs to be done on the
farm to benefit all of its elements and contribute to the larger culture.
We're part of the Hiawatha Sustainable Woods Co-op. Members
have a stewardship plan to provide a variety of benefits.
Like others we have heard from, Peggy knows the priorities that will
help her accomplish all the goals for the farm, and she and Larry under-
stand the role of each dement of the resources they have at hand.
First and foremost here, for us, is habitat protection and biodiver-
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sity. The cutting plan won't allow us to harvest any trees for the next
five years. Larry loves the forest. It is a valuable resource too—helps
provide for other components of the place, keeps water on the land,
provides great habitat, and allows for a continuous wood supply. He
likes to go up there in the forest and just hang out. He's trying to re-
store the oak savannah. That requires a lot of burning as well as clear-
ing the place of that exotic European buckthorn.
We've been looking at how the land was before we came to this con-
tinent, and how it was done before, and we've concluded that most
practice today is destructive: the quality of the food produced, animal
welfare,... the environment, the lack of biodiversity... We've reduced
the variety of fruits and vegetables down to about eight groups. People
don't seem to know about the relationship between the health of the
land [and] the health of people. Land health and food health are tied
together, and it's the consumers' choice—and responsibility. If people
watch TV (we don't have one), read the local paper (that never has stuff
about food production in it), and go to the school sports events—then
they have no idea about what's really going on. We've got a whole soci-
ety that doesn't know, maybe doesn't want to know. If they don't know
the real issues, then the land is going to get abused. I feel good about
how Larry and I feel about the land, and doing good by the land. It's
only ours for a short time. I don't know how many farmers feel that
way, but it's not only the farmers' responsibility but everybody's to take
care of the land. If they don't, then I just don't know what to do next.
One drawback to raising animals is that you can't get away. I feel
such an incredible bond with the animals. I hesitate to leave them with
anyone—I let Larry take care of them. I trust him. We try to arrange
for the most humane slaughter of our animals. Our lambs range be-
tween 80 and 110 pounds, and you get a hanging carcass about half
that. The turkeys dress out between 15 and 40 pounds.
I'm encouraged by the fact that I have friends who make a sustain-
able system work. Mardo and Jack have four hundred acres, raise beef
cows, and have an organically certified CSA [community-supported
agriculture]. We're looking at quality of life issues, and we're looking
at buying the neighbor's place. It has a hundred more acres of crop-
land. We could add some beef cows to rotate with the sheep. We could
increase revenue, but not at the expense of keeping water on the land
and keeping the biodiversity. For example, we would want to make
sure that we don't have erosion problems that damage the creek.
279
An Ecology of Hope
There's got to be a profit in it in some configuration of activities, bal-
ancing this and that, and we just have to find what it is.
Well, let's go take a little walk, look at the sheep.
We head up to the barn. The limestone foundation has been stuccoed and
the rafters have been rebuilt to make use of the old barn. The sheep are all
inside, where Peggy feeds them. She has names for all of them. The sheep
move almost noiselessly; a quiet rustle of hay is the only sound, the air
inside warm compared to the zero temperature outside. Peggy watches
the sheep as they feed, checking for anything that might bother one. Find-
ing them all fit, she comes back and leans against the bottom door. I know
her smile is not only for me, but for (and from deep within) herself as
well, her own sheer pleasure in her animals, too radiant to contain.
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An Ecology of Hope
Where lies hope? The phrase "ecology of hope " which serves as the title
of the final part of this book, comes from a fine book of that name by
Ted Bernard and Jora Young. I think there is an ecology of hope just as
there is an ecosystem for marmots, mussels, or mallards. That ecology is
formed from the constituent parts of a sustainable culture, rather than a
sustainable agriculture or sustainable communities. The list of dangers
that threaten a sustainable culture is impossibly long, but within each
threat, a hopeful aspect grows. For me, the ecology of hope is composed
of six notions that revolve around a central value that the farmers I have
talked to share: diversity. Farming is one ecosystem in which these six are
active elements in our hope for a sustainable future. All six are interre-
lated and mutually dependent; all six are available to every one of us who
live in this region and elsewhere; all six express themselves in our agri-
culture; and all six, working together, offer us a hope far greater than the
sum of their parts.
Our first hope lies in the diversity of our farming practices. The range
of practices on the variety of farms in the region provides an expansive
laboratory in which various practices can be observed, their strengths
and weaknesses noted. That diversity of practice makes available a large
pool of choices about how we farm, no matter where we live.
The second hope lies in a sustainable environment. Biodiversity is
one of the keys to that healthy ecosystem; indeed, it is essential to the
survival of any culture at all. Following the best practices among those
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we know are practiced in the area, it is within our reach. That is not to
say it will be easy, but it is still possible, and with folks like these along-
side, we won't have to work alone.
A third hope lies in the land itself, in our southeastern Minnesota
karst topography, which inhibits some of the more destructive aspects of
current agriculture. Yes, it encourages others. As we have seen, erosion
comes easily to the steep hills and thin soil, but grass and pasture and hay
can limit erosion, and there are examples for us to see. That limestone
base that creates our steep hills also prohibits three- or four- or five-
thousand-acre fields of corn and beans, a practice that without animal
husbandry and its attendant pastures and hay would lead to massive ero-
sion. Even with smaller fields of corn and beans, even on the slightly
rolling prairies to the west of us, we see that erosion.
Our fourth hope lies in our capacity to create social justice. Wher-
ever injustice exists in a society—poverty, racism, too great a gap be-
tween rich and poor, the arrogance of power, contempt for the religion
of others—there are the seeds of that society's destruction. We have the
capacity to diminish the inequities that exist in our society. Acting to
achieve that justice is another available choice, one that many have al-
ready made and are working on.
A fifth hope stems from a kind of diversity that I've never heard
mentioned in discussions on sustainability: idea diversity. Thinking our
way out of our present dilemma will require a large resource pool of
good ideas. The conversations reported here reveal that farmers, univer-
sity faculty members, students, and other citizens have myriad good
ideas, a notion we will follow up in the next section.
Our sixth hope lies in a right spirit. That is not the same as the "right
stuff," though it will take some of that kind of courage to work our way
into a more secure future. I have come to believe that right spirit is al-
ready innate in many of our farmers and other citizens. That is, it lies in
their good stewardship, idealism, frugality, flexibility, altruism, and ap-
parently infinite inventiveness.
I have found all six of these notions alive and well among the farm
families I've visited. I know that in some citizens they lie dormant, and I
suppose that, given the nature of the world and our own human cussed-
ness, in some folks they are dead as a hammer.
Most of these seeds of hope seem obvious and need no further expli-
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cation from me, but I want to address two of these signs of hope at great-
er length. The first is our diversity of farming practices—which is a
reflection of a great diversity of ideas held by farmers who are "farming
for the farm," as Elton Redalen, whose story serves as an epigraph for this
book, says. The second is revealed in the innate character of our farmers.
Peggy Thomas also articulately expressed both of these in our interview
in chapter 15.
A DIVERSITY STORY
At the beginning of this project, I heard much about "conventional farm-
ers" and, sometimes, "traditional farmers." Now I'm not sure there is
such a creature. Sure, there are lots of folks doing large-scale farming,
raising corn and beans, raising hogs, or dairying, and from a distance,
their practice may seem traditional or conventional. There is nothing
new about raising corn or beans, but our own regional history indicates
that raising them extensively, on a large scale, is very recent. There is
nothing traditional about it. It is conventional only in the sense that it
seems to be what many folks, on the advice of experts, have done re-
cently. There are ways to grow larger fields of corn and beans that simply
exploit resources and ruin the soil, and there are other ways to use more
sustainable practices. A wide variety of both approaches are in use
throughout the Midwest. The same could be said about the way we do
large-scale poultry, hogs, or cattle. There is nothing traditional or con-
ventional about large hog or beef confinement operations that require
antibiotics, result in easily broken legs, and turn our air into methane.
Those efforts are all very new on the scene. Some think they are the wave
of the future, but as oil diminishes, they are among the least sustainable
practices.
Further, I have yet to talk with any farmer who does not put his or
her own personal twist on the farm's operation, its way of coping with
the current market, and its strategies for dealing with the land, livestock,
or crops that it has available for use. If everyone does it differently, what
is conventional? When IVe asked farmers about that, suggesting that I
have yet to meet a conventional farmer, the response has generally been
recognition—and often laughter, especially among farmers others might
see as conventional. No one has suggested that my assumption is
wrong.
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Why is that lack of convention a hope for us? When I talk with Dean
Harrington, president of First National Bank in Plainview, Minnesota,
he describes several obstacles to positive change, and also the signs of
hope he sees that may finally help us develop a viable future. As we fol-
low his thinking, the hope that resides in our wide range of farming
practices comes clear.
There's a kind of fatalism that is awfully hard to overcome. We're los-
ing dairy farms. . . . In the lending side of it, it's really important to
look at that future, and we're doing it now, and we're doing it specifi-
cally with one enterprise and that's the dairy business. We can see that
we've had a definite decline and we can measure the number of dairy
customers that we have. That's an easy thing to get, and we can see
over the years that's going down The response is pretty much that
it's inevitable, the attitude that, "Well, you know, that's the way things
go, and if you aren't efficient and growing, then you'd better get out
and make room for somebody who can do a better job." That's kind of
the whole attitude. If we were talking about this at a board meeting,
we'd all give a collective sigh and say, "Yeah, well, but . . . that's the
world, you know." And then it would be back to business.
If we wish to find ways to act that will go against trends, we need to
find the courage and conviction that will lead us to say, "We're going to
take a different route and see if we can change that future!' Dean believes
he is now beginning to see a movement in that direction among his bank's
board of directors—a sign of hope.
Now I think there's enough erosion that those of us who have been
pretty complacent about it are starting to say, "Well, wait a minute, why
does anybody need us in the dairy industry if it's going in a direction
that needs fewer farmers, or goes to larger ones who aren't dependent
on the local suppliers like the bank, and what can we do about it?" So I
think there's a little opening now for that kind of discussion
I was trying to think, well, what's changed in the years since I've
been in the banking business and in the community? And I wrote
down without even thinking of it, "grandiosity" and "a kind of ambi-
tion." It seems that we want to reach for more than we can grasp, not
just in the rural areas, but it's probably generally true.
Paul Rogat Loeb, writing in Soul of a Citizen: Living with Convic-
tion in a Cynical Time, would agree with Deans assessment. He notes
that we spend more and more time at work, in part because so many
families need two incomes to get by. "There are various reasons, of course,'
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he says, "but none more relevant than the fact that average wages buy less
than they did in the early 1970ys" But then Loeb wonders, "Would such
pressures be so acute if we hadn't enshrined 'Greed is good' as a core cul-
tural ethic, justifying all manner of destructive economic and political de-
cisions?"1 Deans assessment is a bit broader than LoeVs, and it has to do
not only with grandiosity and ambition, but also with the scale of things.
We've automatically focused on the larger scale and that it just takes
more to satisfy whatever our goals are. We see it in the finance world,
in the venture capital business. We want to average 30 or 40 percent
return, and who can do that? That's ridiculous to me. But how to find
something going forward that will put it in a different context is what
I'm kind of struggling with in the bank. And we talk about it in the
theater, at our local rep theater, the Jon Hassler. How do we make sure
that we don't overreach what we can really accomplish? That is one
key area.
The dynamic at work in this assessment of our cultural stance toward
change is that we have become accustomed to the scale of the larger social
and political scene and to its inevitability.
The whole lack of local confidence is, I think, another general area.
I just see that we concede so many things to the broader scale. We
concede local decisions to regionalism, and regional decisions to na-
tional organizations, and national to global, and it just seems like
we've kind of given up locally—or that we can't do things that we used
to just assume we could do. Part of it is, I think, that the decision mak-
ers are less likely to live in the community their decisions affect. We've
seen that in business and in education, and I think that takes a toll on
local confidence....
If we could increase that confidence and increase some skepticism
toward the way things are going now, the current trends ... I think of
the people who look at the thundering herd going one direction and
tend to be skeptical of that rather than joining the herd immediately
—and sometimes you have to join the herd to keep from getting tram-
pled—but if you ask a few more questions and look for a few more
solutions, that can make a big difference in the local and regional
scene. I think you've seen that. Apparently there are a lot of seeds out
there that have been planted, and some of them are beginning to
sprout.
This is where Dean sees a glimmer of hope in the diversity of uncon-
ventional approaches to farming that are now taking root in our region
and elsewhere.
285
An Ecology of Hope
You commented on how hard it is to describe a conventional farm.
If there is more individualism built into those operations, to get those
enterprises, those practices, brought into a more prominent light, say
there's a big corn and bean operation and there's also a guy selling
birdseed,... the bank would tend to look at the corn and beans op-
eration and just skip over the birdseed. Yet that might be where the
mistakes are, that we don't look at those viable parts of that business
and try and help those sustain themselves. But having the confidence
to do that is hard. The more examples that you pick up as you work
into that, of people who are not the radical fringe but the people—like
Bill McMillin, who is a very highly regarded farm operator in the
county, and people tend to learn from Bill, and see that he has taken
himself out of the mainstream, yet he's part of the community—those
are the kind of examples I find useful.
/ like that notion that maybe we need to ask more questions than we
have thought to. Maybe what we're looking for in a lot of areas of our
civic and agricultural life is not policy but the best questions that we
might ask about the directions in which the culture is being manipulated,
often by forces hidden from view. I tell Dean about a lecture David W.
Orr, a professor at Oberlin College and director of its Center for Sustain-
ability, gave at the Land Institute in 1999. Orr noted, "It is time for us,
plainly, to be asking larger questions, developing bolder visions, and
thinking in terms of centuries, not years.''
Right. And how to get a longer-term view worked into our plans.
We're going to be all right till the end of this year (Dean laughs)... and
next year probably... but ten or twenty years from now, I wouldn't be
so confident if the present trends continue.
That comment surprises me. I reply, "Well, you've got a long history
here in this bank, one hundred years, and I assume everyone is going to
want to continue."
Well, I think so, unless there's a fatalism takes over: "Who are we to
try and stay independent when the whole world isn't?"
I tell Dean that one of the agrarian virtues crucial for farming and for
the future of our culture is represented, for me, by Phil Abrahamson, a
Fillmore County livestock grower. Phil exemplifies the independence in-
nate in many farm folks. Once, he told me that he had attended a meet-
ing years ago where powerful corporate, academic, and government
representatives made clear that farming s future was to get big or get out.
"There's no room for the small guy." Cheap food was the goal, commodi-
ties were the means to achieve it, and they could be raised more produc-
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lively and efficiently on a large scale. When Phil got home and got out of
the pickup, he told me, his thought was, "No, I'm not going to do that!' To
take that stance, in the face of that entrenched power, is not merely inde-
pendent but courageous. I believe that willingness to stand up in front of
what appear to be overwhelming forces shows up frequently in southeast-
ern Minnesota.
That's the kind of skepticism I'd like to get at.
It's the healthy skepticism about an inevitable future that leads to a
diversity of ideas, to creative thinking about "what might work on this
place," and to that willingness to try something other than what every-
one else is doing. "The limiting factor, I believe," writes Orr, "is not so
much resources or money as imagination." No wonder that diversity of
ideas and practice gives Dean hope. Following the conventional is what
got us into the situation we now face. The more diverse the unconven-
tional ideas and unconventional practices are that work, the better pool
of resources we have to draw from. That better pool can help us create a
future that unfolds more by design and less from so-called inevitability.
Orr says of his students in a course on sustainable agriculture, "They've
learned to be unskeptical, which is to say unscientific, about the craft of
science itself. This is the worst kind of naive positivism, and it places a
great deal in jeopardy. We need a science of a more integrative type, one
that connects knowledge from different fields and perspectives." Orr
outlines the diversity of ideas that will change the course of the future for
us in his description of the old agrarianism—all we need do is put his
verbs into the present tense. The agrarian farmer can't till the land by
drawing on a single scientific discipline or by using only verified knowl-
edge. Intellectual breadth is a matter of necessity. Intuition and tradition
must be instinctively mixed with empirical knowledge. Responsibility is
undivided.2
SINGLE IDEAS AND A NARROWED FUTURE,
DIVERSE IDEAS AND A BROADER FUTURE
There is a continuum between good farming practice, which fosters di-
versity, and poor farming practice, which reduces diversity. What inter-
ests me is that diversity in good practice directly correlates with diversity
in the ideas and the language we use in our conversations about agricul-
ture. Those diverse ideas and rich language are hallmarks of the imagi-
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nation that Orr calls for. The lack of diversity in poor practice directly
correlates with a lack of diversity in ideas and the lack of shoptalk in
those farmers' representations of what they do.
An outline of the simplest, briefest, least controversial expressions of
good practice might look like this: contour strips; reduced or no pesti-
cides, herbicides, or chemical fertilizers; grass waterways; some grazing
animals and pasture; long rotations, careful management, and detailed
observation. The operation is multipurpose, multi-idea, and multifunc-
tional. The family is resident on the farm, "farming for the farm." The
primary question that family asks is, How do we make this place work?
The question itself implies an innate diversity of ideas and of farm func-
tions: it has to work for the soil, for the animals—both domestic and
wild—for the crops, and for the people on the farm. It also has to be eco-
nomically profitable. There is a holistic view here, and it requires some-
thing akin to the intelligence of Einstein and the balance of the Flying
Wallendas to maintain the integrity of the soil, the health of plants, ani-
mals, and humans, and the concern for songbirds and other wildlife, and
to balance the very complex mix of diversity and productivity on the
farm so that it is environmentally sound and economically viable.
Kentucky author, philosopher, and farmer Wendell Berry holds that
a very similar primary question is "the discipline of all agrarian prac-
tice." He asks, "What is the best way to use land? Agrarians know that this
question necessarily has many answers, not just one. We are not asking
what is the best way to farm anywhere in the world, or everywhere in the
United States, or everywhere in Kentucky or Iowa." Reading those words
of Berry's, I hear echoes of Donna, Peggy, Larry, Lonny and Sandy, Ed,
Art, Ralph, Ron and Ron, Dave, Dennis, Gene, Mary, and others you
have met in these pages, each saying it one way or another like a mantra:
"I'm not saying everyone should do it this way. We just think this is the
best way for us on this place." Berry concludes, "The standard cannot be
determined only by market demand or productivity or profitability or
technological capability, or by any other single measure, however impor-
tant it may be. The agrarian standard is, inescapably, local adaptation,
which requires bringing local nature, local people, local economy, and
local culture into a practical and enduring harmony."3
One problem with federal farm bills and world trade agreements is
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the false assumption that there is a single farm system that ought to work
for the whole country, and that America's farm system is an appropriate
model for the whole world. There is also a mistaken assumption that ag-
riculture is an industry like the manufacturing and technology industries.
There is a monoidea here, a failure of imagination, a loss of idea diversity
that wreaks havoc on our agrarian enterprise. I can hear Mike Schuth
muttering, "Sh—, it isn't even a good system for the whole of Wabasha
County, let alone the whole country." Let alone the whole world!
If, on the other hand, one were to outline the simplest, least contro-
versial expressions of poor practice, they might look like this: fence-to-
fence cultivation, large-scale monocropping of commodities, large-scale
confinement feedlots, lack of biological diversity, absentee landlords or
absentee renters, and heavy dependence on chemicals and federal farm
supports, resulting in "farming for the farm bill instead of the farm." The
primary question that distant landlord or his or her farmer renter asks is,
How do I make this place pay? Both the question and the answer imply
a single idea and a single function: maximum income from maximum
commodity production.
I suspect there are a few folks in every region whose operations are
at the farthest edges of this continuum. Most farmers I've met in south-
east Minnesota, fortunately for all of us, fall somewhere in between, us-
ing a mix of practices that come from personal observation, fertile
imaginations, and diverse ideas about what will work. Fewer ideas and
less independent thinking are reflected in poor practice. Gyles Randall of
the University of Minnesota Southern Research and Outreach Center in
Waseca told me, "The commodity growers' choices are pretty easy. They
pick one of about three different kinds of fertilizers, often chosen for
them at the suggestion of a salesman or somebody else. It takes three
weeks to plant and three weeks to harvest, and all they have to do in the
meantime is wait."
Such farms tend to become single-idea places: getting the largest
number of acres of the highest-paying commodities possible into the
base acreage in order to reap the highest income from the farm bill.
Miguel Holle, director of a Peruvian agricultural nongovernmental or-
ganization, said during the agriculture e-conference described in chap-
ter 11, "The richer North is lagging behind poorer peasant farmers" in
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understanding these issues. "Our most common thinking is monofunc-
tional, and the reality of small or poor or traditional or marginal farmers
is multifunctional with quite a complexity."
LANGUAGE AND STORIES
Larry Gates, the farmer and hydrologist, talks about "being able to do
something in a positive fashion ," but then he adds a sentence that to me
is striking: "And I have to think about how to represent what I do, and
how to talk about it." I think that statement is a crucial one, and one that
not many folks think about—it is important to find a way to articulate
things. "There are some sustainable farmers that have a language that's
rich and a way of talking about what they are doing that is rich, and part
of that richness is in terms of language," says Larry.
We present ourselves in our actions; we re-present ourselves in our
words, our stories. When we are scrupulous and direct, that re-presentation
may make our lives clearer to us at the same time we reveal ourselves to
others. To present and re-present are our best possible ways to grow in
understanding, to learn from the past, and to find our way into a new and
possibly better, even more rewarding, future. If our language and our sto-
ries are as important as I think they are, then perhaps the worst pollution
of the last fifty years has been language pollution, the use of political,
media, corporate, and especially public relations language to convince
rather than reveal, to sell a position, an idea, or a thing rather than to illu-
minate reality. So thinking about how we re-present ourselves is crucial—
both the story we tell ourselves and the story we tell others. If the story I
tell myself is that I am the biggest, meanest guy in the county and I'll get
mine, by god, or know the reason why—guess what? That's what I be-
come. If I tell myself a more positive story about who I am, I have an op-
portunity that the first story short-circuits: the possibility of becoming
more useful to the community, of leaving the place at least as good as, if
not better than, it was when I arrived, despite the messes, pain, and grief
I inevitably create while here. So Larry is right, and he is thinking about
the right stuff when he worries about how to re-present himself.
I have heard this, too, in the language of the thoughtful farmers I've
talked with. There is a kind of linguistic diversity that is parallel to the
diversity we want to encourage in the biological world. Perhaps there is
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a direct tie between diversity in our language and the diversity of micro-
organisms in our soil, or the diversity of the crops or livestock we raise.
Whether it is the soil and our practices that diversify our language or our
language that leads us to diversify our crops is immaterial. The interplay
is a loop or, perhaps, a Mobius strip, taking its own particular twist, all
of it running into itself, influencing everything along the way. So when
the way we talk, and the language we use, stops being rich and diverse,
everything suffers, including the biological world. Alas, the most perva-
sive language of our time is not English or French or Chinese. It is the
public relations language of sales, which has but one purpose. Some still
argue in order to arrive at the truth or an understanding; too many of us
now use our public discourse only to sell, or to persuade to our side, to
"get a win." Such discourse is the ultimate sophistry, where to win means
we lose track of reality.
If we do not stand against the uniformity of culture, against the
monomind that the culture wants to inculcate, then the language we use,
the arts we create or perform, and the literature we write become more
and more like monocrop commodity agriculture. If we do not stand for
diversity in the culture, and acceptance of that, then our creativity in
every area dwindles to become more and more the same, duller and dull-
er, until our arts and crafts, including the art and craft of agriculture, are
hardly worth thinking about. As Spandrell says in Aldous Huxley's Point
Counter Point, "The wages of sin is boredom."
It makes me wonder if the way we farm doesn't either set free or
impose restraints on everything else in the culture. The rhetoric of the
farm legislation is always the same, always "Here is the way to protect the
family farm." And the farm bills themselves pass by in their monotony,
supporting agribusiness, transnational corporations, and commodity
producers while driving small farmers out of business and depleting
small communities, social capital, and biodiversity. Maybe everything in
the culture becomes monogray when agriculture becomes monocrop.
The borders all blur in the pale shadow of blandness. We become a cul-
ture without fencerows, without habitat for new or exciting ideas. Even
the distinctions between morality and immorality, compassion and ex-
ploitation become a blur, for the rhetoric some of our legislators present,
or re-present, about our farm bills is surely deceitful. Perhaps one of the
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reasons we get monopolitics instead of a genuine two-party system and
loyal opposition is that we suffer from a "mononucleosis" of all our cre-
ative juices that stems from a monotonously federalized agriculture. But
"men are like plants," J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur wrote in 1782;
"the goodness and flavour of the fruit proceeds from the peculiar soil
and exposition in which they grow."4 The differences between us are as
fruitful to the whole as the commonalities. If that is true, though the
farm bill certainly pushes us toward monoculture, then agriculture has a
function in the culture that is way out of proportion to the number of
people doing it, or its economics, or farmers' political power, or anything
else. In that case, how we re-present agriculture and our practice of it,
how we talk about it, as Larry says, is of paramount importance. And
perhaps, then, the more diverse and colorful our agriculture, the more
diverse and colorful our larger culture.
Further, that rich and varied language is revealed in the richness and
diversity of the stories we tell when farm folks get together. One of the
great privileges of working on this book has been listening to the stories
many of our farmers tell, not just when they are talking to me but also,
especially, when they talk to each other. They are full of stories, some
funny, some poignant, some teasing, some outrageous. Nearly all their
talk is farm stories or stories that represent some critique of the larger
culture based on the way it affects farming. It seems there is nothing
they'd rather talk than shoptalk. In a long evening of conversation at
Ralph Lentz's farm, with the Rabes, the Minars, the Thickes, Larry Gates,
and Peggy Thomas all talking after a bountiful meal grown entirely by
themselves, perhaps with some fish caught in Ralph's pond, I have never
heard mention of the Vikings or the Timberwolves, Yankees or Twins, or
the doings of the latest pop music or Hollywood star. It's not that they
are unaware, for they do talk about critical issues in the society, includ-
ing war, the economy, and education. But their own work, their own soil,
their experiments and observations, their own lives are more interesting
to share than the fantasy worlds of Hollywood and sports. "Get a life,"
people sometimes say, but these folks don't need to. They have carefully
and deliberately created real lives, filled with vital interests and puzzles
enough to think about and brood over for a lifetime. They have no need
for fantasy distractions to fill a void in their interest in the world right
around them. I don't know whether or not farmers outside the region,
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who are really into giant fields of corn or beans and have no plans to do
anything else, talk that way, but if Gyles Randall's earlier description is
right, I suspect there are more stories about golf and the NFL among
industrial commodity producers, less shoptalk and fewer stories about
farming itself.
It's hard to overestimate the power inherent in those endless farm
stories one hears where the practices and the stories are many. "Statistics
can give us a sense of the magnitude of our problems, and help us de-
velop appropriate responses," writes Loeb in Soul of a Citizen. But they
"can't provide the organic connection that binds one person to another,"
which is the catalyst that ultimately leads us to action. That catalyst is
most often a story. Loeb quotes Scott Russell Sanders writing about the
power of stories in the Utne Reader. "They link teller to listeners, and
listeners to one another," and they "give us images for what is truly worth
seeking, worth having, worth doing." If the farm stories we are telling are
healthy stories—healthy for the soil, for the animals, for our families and
our communities—then we can take great hope in their power. Loeb con-
tinues, "In a time when we're taught that our actions don't matter, stories
carry greater weight than ever. They teach us, Sanders suggests, 'how every
gesture, every act, every choice we make sends ripples of influence into the
future.' Indeed, it's no exaggeration to say that the stories that gain promi-
nence in the public dialogue will significantly shape public policy."5
Fortunately, many of our farmers are independent thinkers who use
common sense and trust their own observations and their own thinking.
Dairyman Gene Speltz, thinking about farming, muses, "Common sense
has probably a major role in farming and all of agriculture. Common
sense is the big thing." Such farmers refuse to accept narrowed options.
They also avoid aligning too closely with the radical fringe of anything.
They represent the real hope for the creation of a sustainable culture and
the survival of small- and medium-size farms and rural communities,
for our greatest hope lies not in any legislation but in the character and
qualities inherent in farmers themselves.
THE FARMERS' VALUES STORY
The farm folks I've talked to have left me with powerful impressions.
Others, listening to the same comments, might come up with a different
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list of the characteristics of farmers in this region, or a greatly expanded
one, but this is how I heard it. This is not what I intended to write when
the project began; it came into focus without any bidding on my part.
What interests me about the folks I interviewed surprised me. I started
out looking for commonalities in good practice; what I found was a com-
monality in values. I do not mean to imply that other folks do not hold
these values. But these values imposed themselves on me as I talked with
farmers. Perhaps if I were working with ironworkers, something similar
might have emerged. I've used "they" as the primary pronoun in what
follows; there is of course a wide variation from one farmer to another,
but they all seem to have these values to one degree or another. These are
the characteristics that struck me, and they all offer great hope.
Their Intentionality
Many have picked their own lives up by the scruff of the neck, turned
them 30, 60, 180 degrees, and set them down to face in a new direction.
They are living with purpose. None of them are drifting through life
with values congruent with those of the general culture. One, after thirty
years as an auto technician, became a farmer for specific reasons that are
very clear to him. Another, after a successful life as a consultant, is raising
flowers. Yet another, after thirty years of teaching farming according to
the best science and the methods promulgated by the university (except
getting bigger and bigger), took a fresh look at that knowledge and start-
ed farming according to what works on, and for, his place, his land, his
animals. Some chose to stay on the home place and make it work al-
though they could have made more money elsewhere. Others left the
home place to make better money—and then learned that their work
was not as satisfying as farming and chose to return home. All of these
farmers' goal appears to be a meaningful life even if it may be less profit-
able. All of them have decided to try "unconventional" strategies that are
appropriate to their particular farms.
Their Deliberateness
Deliberateness is intentionality with an added dimension. Here it has
two senses: They are being very deliberate about their lives, and they
deliberate about things—not only about what they are going to do and
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how they will do it, but why they are doing it. They don't tackle projects
without thinking them through, and they don't adopt them till they have
experimented with them. One man, farming a place new to his family,
said, "We've got the wildlife area now, some row crops; we've done tree
planting and prairie restoration, and we've set up a whole farm ecosys-
tem. It's all necessary.... Now we are creating 'live food' full of enzymes
and are building 'live soil' because you get a healthier crop from healthi-
er soil. You get more off less land, too, so there is room for wildlife."
Elton Redalen, a lifelong dairy farmer, is deliberate in his farming.
He talked about how his father came to be intentional and deliberate in
his conservation practices, and how his father's influence has kept him
conservation minded. "My dad, way back in the thirties—after a hard
rain, terrible washing—Pa came home and said, 'We have to do some-
thing. We're going to Triple A.' And through '37, '38, '39, we ploughed
around the hill, began rotation, not just of corn and beans, but corn,
oats, hay—three or four years of hay. We're not going to raise beans be-
cause it loosens the soil." Later, driving around his farm in his pickup, he
pointed out the way the contours lay, the strips to hold moisture and
prevent runoff, the holding pond that helped stop the erosion on his
steep hillsides and provided water for his cattle. "See how that's helped
heal the land?" he asked.
Their Tenacity
Those farmers who have hung on to their places for three, four, or even
five generations are clearly tenacious. They, and their forebears, repre-
sent what a number of older farmers I've talked with call rural values.
Some would say they are the values of an important new agrarianism.
"They [those old-timers] were frugal, and persistent," said one farmer in
a public meeting in Lanesboro, and the others nodded their heads in
agreement. "They knew how to hang on when things got really bad."
Frances Merwood, a dairyman near Lanesboro, said, "I always made
my most progress when times got tough. You have to be in it for the long
haul. There will be ups and downs. The weather . . . We worked awfully
hard. It was a real struggle. The eighties were awful, but I made the pay-
ments. When you get your back against the wall and a lifetime of work at
risk, you become a better businessman. Timing is part of it, luck is part of
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it. Nineteen eighty-two was a cold, wet summer, poorest crops I ever saw.
Snow knocked the corn down. Clouds every day over this corner of the
state. Perseverance, work hard ... got to manage good. It's a family thing."
Migrant workers reflect the same tenacity. When asked how she saw
the future, Consuelo Reyes of Centro Campesino in Owatonna replied,
"I just see a lot of struggle." Victor Contreras, codirector of Centro
Campesino, echoed Consuelo's view. But both keep up hope. Consuelo
explained, "My hope is here, in the organization. The support we get
from one another, the help we give each other, helps. People really work
to help each other." Victor added, "Talking to people, seeing people react,
being able to support people in their rights. I get the energy from my
heart." It is their hope that strengthens their tenacity and allows them to
persist in the face of struggles that must be won over and over. Consuelo
summed it up: "People ask us why we stay. But our workers come from
the poorest parts of Texas and Mexico. They come hoping to make a little
money so they can send it home to their families, and because they want
their children to have a better life. They think they will find it here, and
so, in spite of the difficulties, we stay. We have to sacrifice something for
the sake of our children We have to keep working."
Dean Harrington says the strength of these farmers and farmwork-
ers is in "coping. Quitting is not an option, and never occurs to them.
They have no exit strategy.... The ethic that is there is very powerful."
Their Daring
They have made huge changes in their lives, often giving up successful
careers, risking everything to find a more satisfying life for themselves
and their families, but also to improve the life of the land and the life of
the society. Whether they are new to farming or old-timers, they are
making changes that involve learning to find their way in uncharted ter-
rain. They do not follow any conventional wisdom. They are entering
farming—or persisting for another generation—at a time when many
others are getting out because there is no future in it.
Like Huck Finn, they have "lit out for the territory," not knowing for
sure what they will find, knowing there are no guarantees, but learning
to trust their own instincts and believe their own observations. "You
have to be careful about what you hear," said one, talking about the ad-
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vice of experts, "because what you hear doesn't always work." Another
said, "Last year I quit my job, so now we have to learn fast!" His principal
teachers are other farmers pursuing similar goals and holding similar
values. He also learns from his own experiments with the land.
The stakes are clearly high. These folks are out there, on the edge of
culture, both learning and demonstrating what the conventional culture
does not believe and does not want to believe, so they are constantly fac-
ing resistance, trying to overcome obstacles the culture puts in their path.
"I want to prove this can be done," several said. "Not just for myself, or
that I can do it, but also so others can see that it can be done, and take
encouragement and stay with it." Among the obstacles, as they see them,
are the federal government, the major land-grant universities, the state
government, the world's largest and wealthiest transnational corporations
—and sometimes their more conventional neighbors and the folks in
town who have no idea what their lives are like, no conception of the is-
sues they wrestle with every day.
Their Attentiveness
They are always examining things, paying attention all the time. They do
not believe what the experts tell them without testing to see whether it is
true. "I spend a lot of time down on my knees looking at grass," a Colo-
rado rancher and rotational grazer told me. "You have to pay attention
all the time." They try things and see. Ralph Lentz looked at his place and
set up an experiment. The part that worked flew directly in the face of
conventional wisdom and expert opinion. Experts said it couldn't work.
Ralph knew it was working because he was paying attention and could
see it. "Come look at it," Ralph always replied to skeptics. Finally one did,
and he told his colleagues what he had observed, and now they bring
other farmers, agency personnel, and faculty members and ag students
from the university to see. That "seeing" led to a permanent bond be-
tween farmer and bureaucrat, though argument is still one means they
use to figure out what is really going on.
The farmers I've talked to study and learn and test some more. If you
ask them how they learned to farm, they will say, "Haven't yet," cheerfully
—even though the land has been in their family for five generations.
They know that they are not experts but believe that, if things are going
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to change in this drifting mass culture that is becoming ever more ho-
mogenized, ever more docile, ever more under the control of corpora-
tions and governments indifferent to them, they are going to have to
change themselves. Indeed, each of us has to do the changing the culture
needs if any of us are to have a future with some measure of freedom,
dignity, independence, and hope.
Their Intelligence
I admire the brains they marshal to think about things—the intelligence
with which they analyze their own lives, the society in which they live,
and the land they occupy (and their neighbors' as well!). And I admire
the understanding they have of the direction of the larger world culture
that looms over us all so threateningly. They don't always agree with one
another, and I don't always agree with them, but they sure are thinking
hard.
I am not alone in seeing this. Deborah Allan, one of the soils scien-
tists at the University of Minnesota who works with farmers in southeast
Minnesota, has come to respect farmers' intelligence as I do. "They're
incredibly intelligent and perceptive. I think that what they are is, they're
innovators." Deborah believes that the best research ideas come not from
university faculty members but from farmers. "I think there are more
researchers that would be very interested in doing research on alterna-
tive systems and methods. But we're not the ones in a position to inno-
vate them. It's not something you can look at academically and say, 'Well,
I'll bet if you tried this ...' It's the guys out there trying stuff, who are the
innovators, that have to feed us the ideas that we can check: is this really
doing what they think it's doing, or not? They may not agree with what
we find out, but they are the ones that have to give us the information to
research. They're the idea people."
Their Flexibility
The tentative nature of their efforts and the modesty of their claims to
success show through their conversation. Lonny Dietz, the organic farm-
er who raises vegetables on the high ridges above the Whitewater River,
said, "Next step is to get the vegetable production down, maybe expand
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into bigger fields—maybe ten acres of carrots because there's a market
out there, but we've got to get the small system down first." He contin-
ued, "I was lucky more than smart. I didn't have a clue at first." But he
tried this, tried that, talked to folks, observed the good practice of others,
and finally was developing a system that seemed to work. "Just started
doing greenhouse," Lonny said. "Tried strawberries the first year, but
they didn't work so well the second year. Now we do early crops. We have
six acres of vegetables outside." That idea—that he and his wife, Sandy,
are developing a flexible system, learning as they go, experimenting, ob-
serving closely, trying again, creating a system that works for them and
their land—permeates every visit with these farmers.
Others have been at it for a couple of generations or more. They
have a system, but there is always room to fine-tune, to try something
new—something that seemed to work for a neighbor or a workshop
leader at a regional meeting, or something they saw during a field day on
a distant farm. "We had forty goats," said Lonny. "My wife wanted to do
some weaving." Sandy added, "But the market for mohair just went"—
she turned her thumb down and continued—"so now we have just two,
a couple of geriatric cases." She did not seem to be put out about the
change, was apparently willing to roll with the punches, and it was clear
she would soon find another outlet for her creativity.
Their Altruism
One striking commonality is the sense that these folks live not only pur-
posefully but for a purpose or purposes beyond themselves. They want
to make a living, yes, absolutely, but they also want to make a contribu-
tion to the land or the larger society somehow, too. Larry Johnson, who
raises organic flowers on the edge of Winona, sells them at local markets.
He believes that "this small-scale farming is a way to mix working with
people and the conservation issues I'm concerned about, and yet be part
of the whole process at the same time. . . . There is the beauty of plants
and flowers; they make people smile, they soften the mood." Later he
added, "I spent a lot of time for a while cleaning up groundwater. I
thought, somehow we've got to get ahead of the curve on this. And see-
ing a lot of sad, angry, upset people got to me after a while, so I just
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thought, I have to do something about this." He studied holistic manage-
ment with Allan Savory, became certified, and now helps farm families
plan their way into more workable systems.
Thinking about the environment is a constant for most of the folks
I've talked with. Vic Ormsby, a vegetable farmer near Winona, said, "My
question is, How do we maintain stewardship over the long term? We
have this private ownership paradigm in our western European tradi-
tion, and it works against stewardship. We know state ownership doesn't
work either. Community ownership is a better model, but there isn't
much experience with it."
Bonnie Haugen, the rotational grazer near Mabel, pointed out some
ways in which local farmers, food, and the world are related.
Years and years ago, someone was reminding people that if you give
people—he was speaking at one of the Bread for the World luncheons
—if you give a person a gun, you might have a friend for a day, and if
you teach them how to grow their bread or the grain, you're likely to
have a friend a lot longer. I think, socially, that's a lot of what our
whole nation's problem is—you have to balance your security against
your friends', but too often it's too fast and too easy to lean towards
just the security. We might be in different countries, but we are still in
the same world. We are still sharing the whole air and water and all of
that. It's a difficult thing.
Altruism extends especially to other farmers, both current and aspir-
ing. One organic farmer said, "I look at my work as generational 1 like
working with young farmers." Ron Pagel, a dairy farmer, spent a full day
last fall talking with students at the middle school's farm day. He seemed
to know just how to get them interested. The reward he gave for attention
and right answers to his questions was a plastic Holstein cow, casually
pitched across the room to successful students, who caught them, laugh-
ing. Soon everyone wanted one and the discussion became lively.
Pam Benike, a Dover cheese maker and one of the founders of the
Southeast Minnesota Food Network, told me while she made cheddar,
The market for our cheese, just from word of mouth, being at farmers'
markets, selling to restaurants, is growing very quickly. People like our
product. I figure we could add another container to pasteurize the
milk and make the cheese without adding anything to this room, and
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double our production in the next two years. Yes, that would double
our income. But I've been involved in the food producers network,
and I also get two or three calls a week from farmers who would like to
change to a more sustainable system, but they don't know how, or they
are afraid of a loss of income. I'm trying to get a mentorship program
going for them. All that takes a lot of time. I decided that those activi-
ties are really important for a lot of folks, so if we have to put off the
new vat and doubling production for three or five years, that's what I'd
better do.
Ron Scherbring, the Rollingstone farmer, has an idea where these
farmers' altruism comes from.
We're probably the last group of people in America that is so ingrained
with the religious background. You see a lot of these people go to their
churches—whichever denomination, it's irrelevant. They will go to
their churches and be a part of their schools.
Religion teaches you to be humble and respectful. So you don't go
out there and crawl all over somebody else's failures. You like to see
everybody come along, and that's something that needs to be reflected
in your farm story.... You never bragged, you never flaunted money
around—humility was a virtue and even though you thought you
were doing good, you thanked the Lord and prayed and you moved in
those manners. And, yes, that's done in other businesses, but I'm just
saying it's important in agriculture.
Scherbring may be right. I've been impressed at how frequently religion
comes into the conversation with no prompting on my part.
Their Carefulness
They are not careful in the sense of cautious, for what they are doing is
daring, but in the sense of being filled with care for something beyond
themselves. In the case of these folks, it is care for the health of their
children, the health of the land, the health of their neighbors and the
general society, and the health of the larger culture. "I just hate to see
farmers going under," said Larry Johnson. "If I can make this work, may-
be others will see it and hang in there, and have a better life too." Art
Thicke, showing other farmers his winter grazing system, said, "It's easy
to be good for the environment. We're having a good life here, improv-
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ing the soil and the grass, and our cows are healthy. The songbirds are
back." Art talks so much about the pleasure of walking with his wife on
summer evenings, listening to the songbirds, that sometimes it is hard to
get him to talk about farm issues. Lonny Dietz says happily, "We've got a
couple of eagles, red tail hawks, owls, songbirds. We've restored four
acres of native grasses. Now we want to get some forbs in." Mike Rup-
precht points out that "the land approves" of his efforts; the indicator for
him, too, is the return of the songbirds. These farm families rejoice in
songbirds because songbirds are pleasing in themselves, and because
their presence tells farmers something hopeful about the health of their
land.
Their Tendency toward Exuberance, Joy, Pleasure, Hope
"These farmers do not gripe a lot or sit around bitching and moaning
and blaming others for their plight," said one fellow. I have found they
smile a lot; they laugh; they josh and tease. Instead of taking vacations
(as Sandy Dietz and Peggy Thomas pointed out, it's hard to get away
from vegetables and animals), they get together for supper, and it be-
comes a party. They marvel, awestruck, then shake their heads and laugh
at the foolishness and ignorance of the institutions—like their universi-
ties and their governments—that they should be able to depend on but
that fail them frequently, and that too often condescend to them. "This
isn't top-down work," said one farmer. "The feds, the university, the state,
they just don't get it."
These farmers look forward to the future despite the obstacles to
their success—and maybe because of them. "I'm going to the organic
conference this weekend," said one farmwife; "that's a given. You can feel
the energy and the hope, the optimism. You have to have that. It nour-
ishes you." They are definitely not Pollyannas about their lives and the
high stakes that are on their tables, and sometimes the strain shows. Nev-
ertheless, they have confidence. "Don't tell me I can't do this," said one
woman with a bright laugh.
This optimism is characteristic not only of the independent farmers
I've talked with but also of farmworkers, such as the members of Centro
Campesino in Owatonna, who work so hard for the simplest elements of
social justice, who daily risk injury in our processing plants, and have no
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job security whatsoever. Yet, talking with this gringo, Consuelo and her
colleagues smiled frequently, and their laughter transformed the room.
I am not trying to make these folks out to be saints; they would
blanch at the idea. There is no reason that you can't be altruistic and at-
tentive and still be a crank or a curmudgeon at the same time. We pon-
der why it is that the innocent suffer and why there is evil in the world,
but it may reward us even more to ponder the good. Notice that there is
not a single "Thou shalt not" among these values. As one farmer (who
may or may not be a curmudgeon) said, "Too many people want to talk
about what to avoid instead of what we want to accomplish." Fortunate-
ly, we can talk about what we want to accomplish here. We have a rich
pool of good ideas and good practices to draw on.
THE STORY OF HOPE
What do these characteristics and values indicate beyond certain atti-
tudes and personal character? For me, they confirm the truth of what
Eric T. Freyfogle writes in The New Agrarianism: Land, Culture and the
Community of Life:
With no fanfare, and indeed with hardly much public notice, agrari-
anism is again on the rise. In small corners and pockets, in ways for the
most part unobtrusive, people are reinvigorating their ties to the land,
both in their practical modes of living and in the ways they think
about themselves, their communities, and the good life. Agrarianism,
broadly conceived, reaches beyond food production and rural living
to include a wide constellation of ideas, loyalties, sentiments, and
hopes. It is a temperament and a moral orientation as well as a suite of
economic practices, all arising out of the insistent truth that people
everywhere are part of the land community, just as dependent as oth-
er life on the land's fertility and just as shaped by its mysteries and
possibilities.
Just as important as the methods and economics of farming from an-
cient times till now are "the ways that farm life has figured in people's
social and moral imagination," writes Freyfogle. As evidence for the
emergence of the new agrarianism, he cites current features of America's
farm story that have been reported here: a rise in the interest of urban
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people in the way their food is raised, as expressed in the success of farm-
ers' markets and community-supported agriculture; "in the woodlot
owner who develops a sustainable harvesting plan for his timber, aiding
the local economy while maintaining a biologically diverse forest"; in the
many efforts to restore watersheds in such a way that the river's health is
the primary goal; in the farmer who radically reduces "chemical use, cuts
back subsurface drainage, diversifies crops and rotations, and carefully
tailors farm practices to suit the land"; "in the faith-driven religious
group that takes seriously, in practical ways, its duty to nourish and care
for its natural inheritance"; and in urban citizens who work to transform
empty lots into gardens, lobby their government to provide green space,
conserve land, and work in other ways "to translate agrarian values into
daily life." Freyfogle mentions other signs, but the picture is clear. "Agrar-
ianism is very much alive and flourishing in America today, in ways both
new and old and in diverse vocations and avocations One could not
call it a major element of contemporary culture, yet once aware of agrar-
ianism, one stumbles on its outcropping at many a turn."6 That has cer-
tainly been my experience in this region.
Working against that resurgence of values are some of our culture's
most enduring romances: our romance with speed, with efficiency, with
production, with income, and with the accumulation of "toys" to prove
our worth. Our hope has always lain in the longheadedness that Steven
Stoll referred to, the longheadedness it takes to be a really good farmer,
good husbandman, good citizen of a democracy. "Good things often
take time," writes David Orr. "There is no fast way to develop good char-
acter, to sink roots, or to acquire wisdom. There is no fast way to build
decent communities or to repair an eroded field."7 If Peter Rosset of
Food First is right, efficiency as we currently think of it in agriculture
may be mostly myth, and a more precise view of it would help us get
down the road toward a more sustainable agriculture. The religion pro-
mulgated in those churches that Ron Scherbring insists are still influen-
tial in our region holds that we should not lay up for ourselves "treasures
on earth," that we need to "consider the lilies of the field" and pay atten-
tion to our stewardship of the land.
Orr's students at Oberlin College worked to convert a school park-
ing lot into a garden that could produce food for the school cafeteria. In
a report to the board of the foundation that provided funds for the proj-
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ect, one student said that what he learned was that "asphalt isn't forever."
That, it seems to me, is the insight that Dean Harrington, the farmers
I've visited with, and many other citizens as well are striving toward, and
that many have come to live by. Orr sums up the possibilities in such a
notion with customary clarity: "Now, if a young student can grasp this
truth, perhaps others of us can see that decaying, sprawling, crime-ridden
cities are not forever, any more than degraded rivers, eroded fields, aban-
doned farms, and dying small towns are forever. Better alternatives are
available. It is up to us to bring them into being."8 For those of us who
live in the Midwest—and for farmers wherever they are, working at
whatever scale—it is a good reminder. The expansion of soybean acreage
and the decline in the number of small farms is not forever. Plowing
straight up the hill to plant our corn is not forever. Erosion is not forever.
Farm bills and trade agreements that steer us in the wrong direction are
not forever. The dominance of agriculture by three or four humongous
international corporations without loyalty to any community or any na-
tion is not forever.
Perhaps one way to bring about these better alternatives sooner is to
turn the characteristics of farmers in southeastern Minnesota and
throughout farm country into a prescription for a healthy, sustainable
life. We are not called to obey these values as if they were command-
ments, but to live toward them. If we do, health and sustenance will be
restored for the soil, plants, animals, and humans. "In the course of our
practice," poet Gary Snyder says, writing about the precepts of Bud-
dhism, "we will not transform Reality, but we may transform ourselves.
Guilt and self-blame are not the fruit of our practice, but we may hope
that a larger view is" (Snyder's emphasis).9 The match here is not perfect,
for Snyder's Buddhist precepts are not directly parallel to these agrarian
values. Still, we know we may change ourselves and our practice, wheth-
er it be agricultural practice, personal growth, or achieving a broader
vision of our social concerns.
The origin of the values I have heard from the mouths of our farm-
ers has become a kind of mystery for me to ponder. What gives rise to
them? The church that so many mention? Sometimes, perhaps. Fathers
and mothers, grandfathers and grandmothers? Yes, often. A neighbor's
good practice? In some cases. More broadly, are these values simply em-
bedded in the local culture of the region, and by osmosis leak into the
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minds and hearts of those who till the soil or graze it? I think that cannot
be the case, because these values are held far beyond the region and be-
yond the culture. As Philip Snyder, the farmer who loves potatoes., noted,
"The Hmong are good farmers too." And it must be something even
greater than our churches, for as Mike Rupprecht pointed out, churches
rarely mention the importance of stewardship.
I choose to think that it is something in the soil, the plants, the ani-
mals and birds both domestic and wild, that we live with. They call us to
respond. Those who hold these values do so in response to the land they
work, and they work it in the way they do because they watch it with
such attention. As they fit their practice to the land they live on, they can
see it change and improve. Such attention is an investment; such an in-
vestment leads to good care; and such care leads to good practice. In
their good practice, they discover what seems like "the right thing to do,"
as Dennis Rabe said. Living sustainably is less a burden we must bear
than an ethical, spiritual, and intellectual response to what we see around
us. Sustainability, then, may have more to do with our capacity to re-
spond fully than with our acceptance of responsibility.
There are a variety of healthy futures available to us. "It is," as David
Orr says, "up to us to bring them into being." But where does the vision
for a sustainable culture reside? It is not among the visions shown us on
TV of how the culture ought to look: sleek, rich, ostentatious, and utterly
self-conscious in that "It's all about me" way that the culture approves
now. No, I am not asking for extreme asceticism or self-denial, but a rec-
ognition that a ten-thousand-square-foot house is not a dream realized
but a failure of imagination. It shows us not how to change the culture, or
how we are superior to it, but how we submit to it. It is not a vision of how
the future might unfold but a model of how it has, how our history has
overtaken us, and how a sustainable future has been put off.
So who is showing us that the culture can be changed? Art and Jean,
Mike and Jennifer, Sue and Dennis, Peggy, Larry, Ralph, Dave and Dan,
and all those others whose names have come up in this narrative. These
are not people you know or have ever heard of, unless you live in the
region. I could go on naming names: while we had him, there was that
entrepreneur of ideas and realizer of dreams, Dick Broeker; we're lucky
to still have our community-minded banker, Dean Harrington . . . But
what I like about my short list is that you can add the names of those you
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know, and others can name the folks they know, and soon we will have a
whole army of names that can move our future from ever-increasing op-
pression and poverty toward sustainability—which is the home of the
only enduring freedom.
What do these folks show us? That the future does not depend on
chemicals. That Monsanto and Archer Daniels Midland are not as per-
vasive and powerful as they seem; that they can be gotten around. That
the good life is not one that consumes but one that creates, one in which
the imagination can replenish itself and refresh, renew, restore what is
essential: our soil, our streams and grasses, an all-pervasive justice, free-
dom ... and good food and healthy stories we can grow into.
These folks are as creative and artful as anything that hangs in a New
York gallery. If, as Curtis White claims in The Middle Mind: Why Ameri-
cans Don't Think for Themselves, it is characteristic of both art and imag-
ination to always insist that alternative worlds and alternative futures are
possible, then these farmers and their allies in the small towns around
them represent some of the most creative imaginations in the country.10
They are not artisans but artists. What they create is not "product," as
our culture's lingo has it these days, but produce. It is healthy, colorful,
beautifully sculpted, and richly diverse, each squash or cucumber or
head of lettuce, cow, sheep, hog, or chicken unique. As such, it stands as
an inspiring alternative to the products of our international agribusiness
giants, whose every chicken's breast weighs exactly one-quarter pound
and fits a fast-food bun perfectly—and tastes just as much like card-
board as every other fast product of a culture growing ever more gray
and tasteless in its business, its politics, and its oppression.
The new agrarian values held by the farmers you've met in this book,
and by those who work with them, are smooth stones for our slingshots
against the Goliaths that are now stomping around our world, more vul-
nerable than they appear. Those farmers and their values represent an
ecology of hope that can help us create a sustainable culture and feed us
mighty well as we work away at that project. The very concept of sustain-
ability that we currently hold began with them, not agribusiness, gov-
ernment, or academe. Those institutional imaginations are often
severely limited by the necessity for profit and power. Without these
farmers and their friends in our small communities and great cities,
without agriculture, we have no culture at all, no matter what New York,
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Los Angeles, Paris, or London might do. With them, we may yet create a
sustainable culture that can save us all.
Now that's worth a celebration! Come join us—say, for supper at
Ralph's place? Four or five couples will be happy to meet you, sitting
outside on the back porch. They'll all be glad you joined us. We'll have a
few fresh fish from the pond, just-picked vegetables from the garden,
salad foraged from the pasture or the fencerow, grass-fed beef on the
grill, cold regional beer from the cooler between us, and great stories
around a table where the arguments are loud, the observations astute,
the teasing and laughter frequent and ringing, and everyone gets a hug
before heading home.
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